The Effects of Perceived and Actual Distance and Isolation on Australian Ballet Pedagogy 1851-2011 by Tuley, Stephanie Ann
University of Colorado, Boulder
CU Scholar
Theatre and Dance Graduate Theses & Dissertations Theatre and Dance
Spring 1-1-2012
The Effects of Perceived and Actual Distance and
Isolation on Australian Ballet Pedagogy 1851-2011
Stephanie Ann Tuley
University of Colorado at Boulder, stephanie.tuley@colorado.edu
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholar.colorado.edu/thtr_gradetds
Part of the Australian Studies Commons, Dance Commons, and the Other History Commons
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Theatre and Dance at CU Scholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theatre and Dance
Graduate Theses & Dissertations by an authorized administrator of CU Scholar. For more information, please contact cuscholaradmin@colorado.edu.
Recommended Citation
Tuley, Stephanie Ann, "The Effects of Perceived and Actual Distance and Isolation on Australian Ballet Pedagogy 1851-2011" (2012).







UP FROM (DOWN) UNDER  
 
THE EFFECTS OF PERCEIVED AND ACTUAL DISTANCE AND ISOLATION ON  





STEPHANIE ANN TULEY 
 
B.S. BALLET PERFORMANCE 
B.S. MATHEMATICS 






A THESIS SUBMITTED TO THE 
FACULTY OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE 
UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT 
OF THE REQUIREMENT FOR THE DEGREE OF 
 
MASTER OF FINE ARTS 





   
 
 
THIS THESIS ENTITLED: 
 
UP FROM (DOWN) UNDER 
 
THE EFFECTS OF PERCEIVED AND ACTUAL DISTANCE AND ISOLATION ON 
AUSTRALIAN BALLET PEDAGOGY 
1851-2011 
 
WRITTEN BY STEPHANIE TULEY 


















THE FINAL COPY OF THIS THESIS HAS BEEN EXAMINED BY THE SIGNATORIES, AND WE FIND 
THAT BOTH THE CONTENT AND THE FORM MEET ACCEPTABLE PRESENTATION STANDARDS 
OF SCHOLARLY WORK IN THE ABOVE MENTIONED DISCIPLINE. 
 





Tuley, Stephanie Ann (M.F.A., Dance Department of Theatre and Dance) 
 
Up From (Down) Under 
The Effects of Perceived and Actual Distance and Isolation on Australian Ballet Pedagogy 
1851-2011 
 
Thesis directed by Professor Erika Randall  
 
 
This thesis explores the relationship between historical developments in Australian ballet 
pedagogy and conceptions of real and perceived isolation and distance from the West. For 160 
years, Australian ballet pedagogues and students have reacted to, constructed, and rejected the 
importance of the geographical and aesthetic distance between two antipodean points on Earth, 
one in Australia and the other in England. Isolated from the “Mother Country,” British-
Australians have simultaneously sought “Britishness” and “Australianness” in their decision to 
undertake a study of ballet, and in so doing they have embodied complex notions of their 
postcolonial identities. 
The goals of ballet pedagogy in Australia today have been shaped by Australians’ 
interactions with dancers and teachers from elsewhere since the Australian gold rush of the 
1850s. Australia’s distance from Western Europe has made such interactions relatively 
infrequent; therefore, each interaction has left an indelible mark on the development of the 
Australian ballet aesthetic. The convention of the British ballet examination, adopted in the 
1930s in many Australian ballet classrooms and still popular today, mitigates intra-national and 
international distance while “locating” authority in the West, thereby re-inscribing Australian 
subservience to England. This sense of inferiority, named “cultural cringe” by theorist A.A. 
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Phillips in 1958, has motivated generations of advanced ballet students to travel to England for 
the final years of their training. Nevertheless, Australian ballet training today enjoys an 
international reputation for being at a very high standard and includes a variety of innovative 
practices including locally arbitrated examinations systems.  
While analyzing Australian ballet pedagogy as unique and collective is useful for a 
postcolonial examination seeking to legitimize Australians’ experiences and innovations, it can 
also dangerously conflate the experiences of Australian dancers into a single caricature. The 
“myth” of the Australian dancer as somebody who travels and uses space is deconstructed: How 
does the myth interact with Australian dancers’ perceptions of themselves? In the end, an 
argument is introduced for an internationally and intra-nationally acentric model for the study of 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Everywhere in Australia that you go, there's a Chinese restaurant and a ballet school. 
 – David McAllister 
Phone Interview, 4 August 2011 
 
What is the Australian style of ballet? How is Australian national identity revealed in this style? 
What does it mean to train as a ballet dancer in an Australian way? Is national identity 
consciously and/or unconsciously transmitted through Australian ballet pedagogical practices? 
If the Australian style is not taught, then what is its source? If it is taught, when did Australian 
ballet teachers branch out from their primarily English and Russian forbearers with the 
establishment of their own stylistic lineage? With the support of an Endeavour Research 
Fellowship from the Australian government, I embarked on a four-month investigation of 
pedagogy in the Australian ballet-scape. 
I soon discovered that the existing literature does not provide the framework to support 
an exploration of the questions that inspired my trip. The few monographs on Australian ballet 
history that discuss ballet education at all usually do so in the context of its performances, such 
as Edward Pask’s Enter the Colonies Dancing (1979) and Ballet in Australia: The Second Act, 1940-
1980 (1982), Jean Garling’s Australian Notes on the Ballet (1950), and Alan Brissenden and 
Keith Glennon’s Australia Dances: Creating Australian Dance 1945-1965 (2010). While these 
works are excellent resources, they have very little to say about the pedagogical methods of the 
teachers that they mention. A few Australian pedagogues have outlined their personal systems 
and styles in great depth, such as Laurel Martyn’s Let Them Dance: A Preparation for Dance and 
Life (1985) and Janet Karin’s The Karin System, 1 but these works are treatises on the 
pedagogues’ fundamental beliefs and methods and spend little, if any, time positioning 
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themselves within their respective pedagogical lineages. In order to investigate the meaning of 
Australian ballet pedagogy’s narrative, I must begin by constructing this history. Such a 
construction will provide the scholarly context to enrich the meaning of the questions that 
motivated my fieldwork and to eventually distill satisfactory answers. In this thesis, I begin to 
piece together a narrative architecture that I hope will be stimulating and useful both for me and 
for those who follow.   
I was fortunate in my fieldwork to have a researcher’s “perfect storm”: a relatively 
unstudied field, seemingly endless material, the time and opportunity to immerse myself entirely 
in my research, and the guidance of dance experts at several major organizations in Australia, 
including The Australian Ballet School, The National Library of Australia, The Queensland 
University of Technology, Queensland Ballet, and Ausdance. I found myself accumulating a rich 
collection of material through archival studies, classroom observations, and interviews. In my 
final weeks in Australia, alone with stacks of research material in my studio apartment in 
Brisbane, I puzzled through documents, photographs, journals, recordings, and notes. Which 
material should I use for this thesis? Which should I save for future projects?  
As I sifted through my findings, two concepts – distance and isolation – repeatedly 
emerged. Further analysis revealed the fundamental relevance and influence of these two 
identities in every aspect of my data. It became clear that these ideas could serve as a compass in 
Australia’s sprawling ballet pedagogy landscape; in such a model, the interrogation of the 
concepts of distance/isolation is an arrow pointing towards meaning. Incidentally, this 
“compass” also points geographically and culturally North toward England and its cultural 
relationship to postcolonial Australia. 
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This thesis does not claim to serve as a comprehensive history of Australian ballet 
pedagogy, nor does it attempt to address all of the material that I collected during my fieldwork. 
My initial research questions will remain unanswered, their question marks firmly affixed. This 
thesis begins instead with a more rudimentary question: what socio-historical forces or concepts 
have shaped Australian ballet pedagogy’s trajectory, and how have Australian pedagogues 
operated with and within this environment? In essence, I wish to locate the “Australianness” of 
practices and philosophies within the socio-geo-cultural history of the Australian ballet 
pedagogical tradition. I claim that Australian ballet pedagogical methods are shaped by and 
reproduce Australia’s real and perceived distance and isolation from Western European cultural 
communities.  
1.1  Research Methods 	  
I collected the principal data for this thesis during an intensive period between May and 
September 2011. My research took me to the state-of-the-art training facilities of the Australian 
Ballet School facility in Melbourne, the cozy warmth of the National Library of Australia’s 
manuscript room in Canberra, the iconic windswept architecture of the Opera House in Sydney, 
the tropical campuses of the Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane, and a hundred 
other unforgettable places that I don’t have the space or words to describe here. During the 
roughly 130 days that I spent in Australia I conducted classroom observations,2 archival study, 
and interviews with influential pedagogues.  
 I approached my research as a dancer and dance teacher who kinesthetically empathized 
with the ballet experiences I observed. In childhood I trained as a ballet dancer throughout the 
United States of America; during my formative training years, I had teachers with Russian, 
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Chinese, Venezuelan, French, and American training heritages. I was always fascinated by the 
diversity of approaches to the training progression. I danced with several small regional ballet 
companies until a major knee injury in 2009 effectively ended my career. I was never a great 
ballet dancer – I did not perform leading roles with major companies – but I was a passionate 
disciple of ballet and its potency as a means of kinesthetic expression within a highly codified 
network of technical “rules,” and I reached a professional level of proficiency through this 
discipleship. I have been teaching ballet to children and adults since 2003. In short, my interest 
in ballet’s pedagogical history is intellectually, physically, and emotionally a part of who I am. 
This thesis is not just a study of ballet in Australia; it is the summation of years of reading, 
physical practice, and critical thought.   
 I was forthright with each of my research subjects about my background, so I entered the 
world of Australian ballet not as an objective outsider, but as a ballet “insider” with my own 
kinesthetic and intellectual perspective. My background in the field gave me certain advantages 
and disadvantages. I found it beneficial to have done thousands of ballet exercises in my life 
when I was seeing certain nuances in training that might have seemed unimportant to the 
uninitiated. My positioning as a ballet “insider” also invited informal technical conversations 
with pedagogues before and after classes about their goals and methods for their students. I 
found these conversations to be highly informative and useful to my study. My background as a 
practitioner was less helpful at times because it was impossible for me to be totally objective 
about certain training practices. Having spent decades of my life being told to do things in a 
specific way, it was easy to notice when those particular things were not being emphasized, or 
when in fact the reverse was being demanded. It was probably more difficult for me to recognize 
certain other training nuances that were not emphasized in my own training. Furthermore, my 
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time as a ballet teacher made me aware of certain practices in ballet training that can lead to 
injury, such as the forced external rotation of the lower leg to make up for a less-than-ideal 
facility for external rotation in the hip socket. Despite my earnest desire to always watch 
classwork objectively, such practices made me uncomfortable to observe because I was 
concerned for the students' safety.  
 I conducted classroom observations nearly every week of my trip. I was welcomed into 
seven different ballet schools that each had a distinctive training philosophy. Although every 
observed teacher is not named and cited within the chapters that follow, each experience has 
deeply impacted this work. In my observations, I utilized my perspective as a trained ballet 
dancer and teacher to search for the small details that contributed to the “look” of the dancers 
being trained:  How did the distribution of the weight on the feet seem to affect muscular 
development and movement quality of the students? What proportion of classwork was spent 
with various exercises? Which technical details seemed to be most important? Which movement 
patterns served as “building blocks?” What sorts of ornamentation or flourishes were 
encouraged and/or allowed, and what sorts of technical feats were encouraged and/or allowed? 
What could I ascertain about technical and aesthetic priorities of the teacher? Of the students? I 
wrote descriptions of these sorts of issues during or after my observation sessions. At the end of 
the day, often while I was making my dinner, I would “try on” the classroom practices that I had 
observed. How did my body feel as I moved in the way I had seen? Was it familiar to my 
American body? Unfamiliar? Why?  
 I rely upon these kinesthetic experiences alongside observations and interviews in the 
development of my argument. Written sources, both published and unpublished, allowed me to 
“connect the dots” of pedagogical lineages, personal histories, and other claims requiring 
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verification from my observations and interviews. I spent three intensive weeks in this sort of 
archival study at the National Library of Australia in Canberra where I immersed myself in its 
collection of relevant unpublished manuscripts, oral histories, and out-of-print monographs. 
Aside from my time at the library, I stumbled upon journals, books, and other archival material 
at unexpected moments. Some of my interviewees kindly shared their personal mementos with 
me. These photographs, books, booklets, and handwritten notes were invaluable to my research. 
I felt very fortunate indeed for these unexpected treasures. 
I conducted 20 recorded interviews during my fieldwork with the oversight of the 
University of Colorado’s Institutional Review Board for Human Research. My interviews 
proceeded in a conversational format; certain topics and questions were predetermined with the 
research subject’s input through a pre-interview. This format might fit into cultural 
anthropologist H. Russell Bernard’s anthropological interview classification scheme as a 
combination of semistructured and unstructured approaches; the interviews nearly always had 
an oral or written “interview guide” of topics, but the interviewee was allowed to generally lead 
the conversation, and the discussion was freewheeling (209). I followed what social research 
expert Michael Quinn Patton calls a “general interview guide approach;” I raised specific 
questions and then allowed for an open dialogue on the proposed topic to unfold (6). Certain 
questions were common to all interviews, such as “What is the ‘Australian’ style of ballet?” While 
other questions were prepared specifically for the expertise of a particular interviewee. Given my 
role as a ballet “insider” and the very specialized nature of ballet pedagogical practices, the 
interviews tended toward an informal, friendly tone with moments of exacting logic or 
passionate conviction; an interviewee might be presenting their deepest beliefs about beauty and 
art when they would suddenly launch into a humorous anecdote from their days as a student. I 
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encouraged these departures, and I feel that they add a depth of personality to the research I 
present here. All of my interviews were invaluable to my general understanding of ballet in 
Australia. Those not cited here will serve as rich material for my future work. 
1.2 Ballet Pedagogy as a Site of Inquiry  	  
The collected scholarship on Australian ballet’s pedagogical history is as sparse as the Outback. 
While modest work has been done on Australia’s history of ballet performance,3 the history of 
the immensely active pedagogical scene in Australian ballet has received extraordinarily little 
attention. In a country that has hundreds4 of ballet schools, this dearth of research is unfortunate 
but unsurprising. The ballet performance experience is, by definition, a public event, shared by 
dancers, choreographers, stagehands, a critic or two, and hundreds or thousands of audience 
members. The ballet classroom is a much more private space. The only witnesses to the events 
that unfold within its walls are a teacher, his or her pupils (usually not more than fifteen or 
twenty at a time), a pianist, and the occasional curious parent peeking through the window. 
Within this intimate setting, the process of becoming competent in ballet technique is long and 
difficult, spanning seven to eight years. In my fieldwork, I was fortunate to be allowed entry into 
the intimacy of the classroom space where I could collect new data of ballet training as it 
happened. I will use my primary research alongside the existing historical record – jotted-down 
classes, syllabus manuals, and curriculum development material – in my analysis.5  
 Why should anyone bother recording and analyzing training experiences? Ballet is a 
performing art; isn’t the education of a ballet dancer only a preparation for the stage? Why 
shouldn’t the attention remain focused on the stage, where a “finished product” is awaiting 
critique? What is the value of studying the methods of a ballet teacher as long as he or she is 
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successful in passing along ballet vocabulary and style to his or her students? I propose that the 
study of ballet pedagogy is not only useful to the appreciation of ballet performance, but that it 
has meaning as a stand-alone field of dance inquiry. Ballet pedagogy as a site of regional cultural 
study is relevant and useful for three major reasons: for its day-to-day operation apart from ballet 
performance, for its localized clarity in its transmission of aesthetic value to its youngest 
students, and for its unique forthright goal of re-forming students’ bodies and minds into a 
locally common ideal.   
 First, ballet training is not necessarily vocational. In Australia, studying ballet is a 
common recreational activity. To speak only of ballet in terms of its presence on the professional 
stage is to discount the importance that the ballet classroom holds for its many non-vocational 
pupils. Should recreational ballet education as cultural expression be disregarded and assumed 
to be unworthy of study? This seems to be the approach that some scholars take, with Jennifer 
Fischer’s work as a notable counterexample.6 I reject this view because in a country such as 
Australia that has so many recreational ballet pupils, “ballet class” is clearly about more than job 
training. Even for vocational students, the goal of a professional career might never be attained. 
The professional ballet performance, then, isn’t the culmination of every dancer’s training. By 
embracing both the vocational and recreational approach to ballet training as sites for study, it is 
possible to more fully appreciate the roles that ballet plays in society. “Ballet” is not just 
something that people see; “ballet” is something that people do. 
 Second, if we want to understand the artistic and technical preferences of a ballet 
teacher, we need to look at how she teaches her smallest pupils. Ballet training is a disciplining 
process for the body, mind, and spirit. This process usually starts in childhood when a pre-
adolescent child is prepared, sometimes rigorously, for the challenges of a accomplishing a 
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complex vocabulary of movement. The teacher's goals for his or her pupils are built around his 
or her personal teaching philosophy. Does the teacher believe that the pupil’s innate dancing 
talent is being fostered, or that the pupil is essentially a lazy body that needs to be whipped into 
shape? In either case, the body and brain must learn to work together to accomplish motor 
patterns for specific, finely controlled tasks: the muscles must be strengthened, lengthened, and 
balanced in a specific way; the mind must learn to remember complex strings of movement 
while being inspired by images, feelings, and emotions; and the student must work to attain 
musicality and expression to his or her teacher’s specifications.  
 In ballet classes, teachers prioritize these goals for the students. What does the teacher 
present to the youngest, beginning pupils first? How to behave? How to align the spine? How to 
turn out the legs? The position of the hands? These first items become the basis for all that is to 
follow, and we can see in this beginning-level instruction exactly what the teacher’s goals are. Is it 
most important to be technically exacting? Musically expressive? Knowledgeable about the 
body? Unquestioningly obedient? An independent problem-solver? The teacher's priorities 
become the students' priorities. A local style emerges as these priorities are passed along, 
revisited, or rejected from generation to generation within a community. These priorities 
become visually apparent as certain "steps" (ballet movements) are performed in an 
emphatically specific way while other steps are disregarded and sometimes completely lost from 
the training vocabulary. To understand the local approach to ballet, then, we cannot find a 
clearer presentation of the desired aesthetic than in the beginning-level ballet classroom. 
 Third and finally, in the ballet classroom we see the students reaching for an imagined 
performance of perfection, intent on changing their bodies to replace old habits with new 
capabilities. For ballet students, the ownership of the training, although sometimes shared by 
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student and teacher, is still under the authority of the teacher and/or under the authority of the 
goals that the teacher has for the student. For the few Australian students who do achieve a 
career in professional ballet, the transition from student to professional performer upends a 
dancer's way of working. Whereas the student's goal is to become great at classwork in order to 
variously become proficient, to please the teacher, to please a parent, or to be prepared for the 
stage; a professional dancer's goal is to become great on the stage. Certainly, as Italian ballet 
pedagogue Enrico Cecchetti claimed, classwork and performance are related, and arguably two 
sides of the same coin,7 but the new professional necessarily shifts his or her priorities. Attention 
must be turned from the classroom to the stage as the dancer’s devotion shifts from achieving 
technical proficiency to fulfilling the vision of a choreographer. This means a potentially new 
vocabulary of steps and new stylistic priorities. It also means a new personal agency: the student 
who was striving to mold his or her body into textbook definition of how a professional dancer 
should look now must accept that his or her body has certain limitations. If we want to 
understand the local aesthetic and how it is borne out in the technical and artistic ideals of a 
ballet community, we must turn to the classroom, where these ideals are still the standard desire 
of its inhabitants. 
1.3 Terminology 	  
In considering ballet’s history over a long time period, terminology quickly becomes 
troublesome. I have chosen to use the term “ballet” to indicate the vocabulary of movements, 
named in French, that were first codified in French and Italian courts during the Baroque era. 
The term “ballet” has gained and lost popularity in Australia. In the 19th century, “ballet” was a 
word without much meaning. While mid-century Romantic-style ballet performers would 
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emblazon the phrase “ballet d’action” on newspaper pages across the continent, dance students 
over the next seventy years were learning an eclectic dance lexicon that might include some 
elements of the French movement vocabulary within classes of “fancy dancing” and “toe 
dancing” alongside other variety show dance forms. Throughout my research I found that 
“classical” and “ballet” are used interchangeably by many Australian dancers and dance teachers 
today.8 I rely on the American convention of the term “ballet” throughout this thesis in order to 
recognize the consistent instruction of this specific movement vocabulary, but I have left quoted 
usages of terms such as “classical” and “fancy dancing” unchanged. 
The names that I have given to each style’s era (e.g. Vaudeville, Russes, English, Soviet 
Russian) are the names that were shared with me by many Australians. Unfortunately, since 
many of these are “place names,” the words can be misleading. For example, the “Russes” style 
came to Australia through de Basil’s companies in the 1930s. These companies included dancers 
with diverse national origins, but the groups were presented as being Russian. This “Russified” 
mystique has persisted in the memories of audience members. Many of my interviewees referred 
to de Basil’s groups as having a “Russian” style, even though many of its dancers had never even 
been to Russia. It is true that the repertoire of de Basil’s groups was definitely based on 
Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, but Diaghilev’s “Russes” was tailor-made for Western European, 
rather than Russian, audiences. It should be emphasized that the “Russes look” of the 1930s had 
little in common with the Soviet Russian training methodologies that found their way to 
Australia on early planes and film reels beginning in the 1950s. I have tried to keep these two 
different styles of “Russes” and “Russian” clearly separate to avoid any confusion. 
In the case of the “English” style, the changing, lengthening bodies of dancers could be 
seen in America and Russia alongside a similar shift in the British style. However, since it was an 
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English company that brought this look to Australia, the changing profile has been sustained in 
the Australian memory as being an English trend. The English training tropes that I discuss (the 
squareness of the torso, lengthening of the legs, etc.) surrounding that changing body aesthetic 
do, on the other hand, have strong British roots. Again, I have relied upon the terminology used 
by Australians in naming these phenomena, and I have tried to do so consistently, explaining the 
historical context of each term as it emerges. 
When I introduce a step by its French name, I provide a short explanation of the 
movement in a note. I found during my observations that Australian usage of the French 
terminology is sometimes slightly different from the American usage of the same words that I 
have encountered; American ballet-savvy readers might therefore find it useful to read these 
notes, as the movement described might not be as expected from an American perspective. 
When I am quoting printed material that includes the French terminology, I leave the author’s 
spelling intact, even if contemporary writers would spell the step’s name differently. Similarly, I 
retain British spelling of English terms whenever I am quoting printed Australian or British 
material. 
The study of the ballet movement vocabulary is a pursuit of an unattainable perfection. I 
foreground the loftiness of this goal through the invention of proper nouns. My use of 
capitalization highlights the Western philosophical Platonic worldview that a perfect version of 
reality, an Ideal, has a universal appeal, and that Beauty, approximated through beautiful 
movement, can be evoked, even if it cannot be perfectly mimicked. When I speak of a ballet 
student’s quest for Truth, I am referring to the student’s pursuit of a prototypical universal Truth 
that is at best estimated by earthly truths; similarly for Beauty/beauty, Grace/grace, and 
Ideal/ideal. I consistently use this capitalization throughout the thesis whenever I am referring 
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to the versions of these concepts that exist as ballet’s philosophical foundation. I capitalize the 
term “Elsewhere” to refer to that place in the isolated Australian imagination that is not-
Australia, a sort of magical “never-never land” of the Australian artistic consciousness. 9  
1.4 Distance and Isolation from 	  
To many Europeans and Americans, Australia is noteworthy primarily for its diametrically 
oppositional existence to Western Europe. Long referred to by the British as making up, with 
New Zealand, “the antipodes,” Australia is imagined to be precisely upside down and inside out; 
as Australian cultural theorist Geoffrey Serle writes in 1974, it is a place of “[o]ddity, 
eccentricity, [and] the inversion of Nature” (15), where times of day and night are reversed, 
warm-blooded animals lay eggs, and water in toilets is rumored to go the “wrong” way ‘round. 
This definition-through-opposition fulfills a Western European worldview that demands the 
fulfillment of Cartesian logic. Long before Captain Cook charted Australia’s shore for the British 
Crown, geographers in ancient Greece had posited the existence of a terra australis incognita, a 
Southern Continent whose existence was logically assured so as to provide symmetry between 
the Northern and Southern Hemispheres. When Captain Cook landed at New South Wales in 
1770, he simultaneously identified the Southern Continent and cemented Australia’s place in 
the Western European consciousness as proving the Southern Continent hypothesis. Australia is 
an upside-down land, then, not just because it has “strange” animals and “odd” starscapes, but 
also because, as The Southern Continent, Australia represents a mathematical construction that 
conceptually exists to provide balance and symmetry for Western Europeans.   
Geological discoveries such as plate tectonics have moved scientists beyond this 
Southern Continent hypothesis as the primary explanation for Australia’s placement, but 
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Australia still exists in language in this oppositional sense as the land “Down Under.” Is this 
because language hasn’t caught up with understanding – is “Down Under” an archaic phrase? Or 
is it because we still conceptualize our “globalized” and “connected” world in terms of its 
positioning in relationship to The West? Australia really is an outlier in the Eurocentric model of 
Earth. Traveling from London to Melbourne is a trip of 16,900 kilometers. 10 Modern flight 
passengers step into a closed airplane cabin and undergo a high-speed 21-hour journey to make 
the trip, arriving 11 hours ahead of their body clock. Describing the toll that this distance took 
on convicts on the First Fleet from Britain in 1781, historian Robert Hughes, writing in 1988, 
claims that the 252-day journey was so long and perilous that it felt like “a one way trip over the 
edge of the world” (129).  
In the Eurocentric model, therefore, Australia’s distance and isolation from the “Old 
World” are real and impactful realities. When I choose to frame my argument in terms of these 
concepts, how do I avoid the re-inscription of this Eurocentrism that has directly or indirectly 
lead to the oppression of Australia’s indigenous population? This Eurocentric view was a 
primary force behind the claim of terra nullius, which declared that Australia was an empty 
continent when Captain Cook landed on its shores. This myth provided legal and moral 
justification for the British invasion and seizure of the already-populated continent. How do I 
speak of “isolation” within, around, and alongside this contemporary understanding of the gross 
injustice and crime that terra nullius actually was?  
 I avoid the re-inscription of terra nullius by keeping my frame of reference, the British 
Empire (and later Commonwealth), in careful focus throughout my discussion here. This 
scaffolding gives meaning to my claims; “Distance” and “Isolation” are meaningless terms 
without the contextualizing force of from, although from is a word that is often ignored, 
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overlooked, or dropped when speaking of Australia as “distant.” I recognize that when we claim 
such unspecified “far from-ness,” it is with great hubris that we do not clarify what we mean – 
Australia is “far from” whom? The implication seems to often be, when speaking of Australia as 
generally “far from,” that “we” clearly know what “we” mean. It is this sort of assumption that 
does a great disservice to the many cultural populations that share British-Australia’s 
geographical neighborhood: Aboriginal peoples have lived on Australian soil for tens of 
thousands of years and the continent is surrounded by diverse populations on the Torres Strait 
Islands and New Zealand. In order to substantiate my claim that Australia has a “real and 
perceived distance and isolation” without re-inscribing a Eurocentric model, my statement’s 
subsequent contextualizing statement, “from the larger Western European cultural community,” 
must therefore be foregrounded and interrogated. 
 I am studying Australian ballet, then, as a cultural form that occurs explicitly as a product 
of Australia’s British Commonwealth status. I recognize that ballet is, as Anthropologist Joann 
Kealiinohomoku famously claimed in 1970, an ethnic dance form of Western Europe. This 
ethnic dance form has spread to the far corners of the world through Empire’s often-bloody 
method of claiming the homes and lives of the invaded. I recognize that ballet can be, and very 
likely has been, perceived by the oppressed as a symbol of the oppressors.  
Although Australia gained legislative autonomy from England with the Australia Acts of 
1986, the notion of Empire remains a relevant site of inquiry.11 Today’s multicultural Australia is 
faced with a unique power jumble of British-Australian, Australian, Asian, and Aboriginal 
interests. In the case of ballet, a peculiarly Western European form, Australia’s geographical and 
cultural positioning “far from” Western Europe continues to be of the critical importance to the 
dancers and teachers in Australia, and therefore to my analysis. My challenge within this thesis is 
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the presentation of Australian ballet pedagogy as a unique “dialect” of ballet pedagogy that has 
been extraordinarily sculpted by its cultural and geographical positioning in relationship to 
Western Europe; I therefore aim to present Australian ballet pedagogy as simultaneously 
“Australian” and “in relation to” Western Europe.  
1.5 Findings 	  
This thesis explores the relationship between historical developments in Australian ballet 
pedagogy and conceptions of real and perceived isolation and distance from the West. I 
approach this relationship in a variety of ways: I describe how ballet has arrived in Australian 
classrooms and why it looks the way that it does today; I outline the effects that distance and 
isolation have had on the adoption of major conventions in Australian ballet pedagogy, and I 
consider the implications of uniquely Australian training innovations that depart from these 
conventions; I contemplate the significance of Australians’ travels to the West for continued 
training; finally, I interrogate the meaning of “national identity” in the Australian ballet 
classroom. My goal is to use these topics to position Australian ballet training within a 
postcolonial model that takes into account various conceptions of “distance” and “isolation” for 
pedagogues and students. 
In Chapter 2, “Aesthetic Lineage,” I trace the aesthetic lineage of ballet training in 
Australia. The goals of ballet pedagogy in Australia today have been shaped by Australians’ 
interactions with dancers and teachers from Elsewhere since the middle of the 19th century. 
Australia’s distance from Western Europe has made such interactions relatively infrequent, and 
therefore each interaction has left an indelible mark on the development of the Australian ballet 
aesthetic. I describe these interactions and their sociopolitical contexts, why these moments 
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have had a profound impact in the Australian ballet classroom, and how practices in Australia’s 
ballet classrooms have correspondingly shifted through time. 
Chapter 3, “Locating Authority, Negotiating Distance,” describes and explores the 
common reliance on examinations or assessments in Australian ballet classrooms. I consider 
how the convention of the examination is related to ballet’s classical Ideal: where does the Ideal 
reside for Australians throughout history? How does Australian ballet pedagogy cede authority 
over this Ideal through its pedagogical practices? I take as an extended example the pedagogical 
practices of The Australian Ballet School; the School’s many innovations are coupled with an 
internal assessment system. I speculate as to how Australia’s historical positioning within the 
British Empire is related to these questions of authority and how The Australian Ballet School’s 
practices effectively relocate authority from England to Australia. 
In “The Quest for the Golden Plié,” (Chapter 4), I geographically transfer my analysis of 
Australian ballet training from Australia to England. Since the turn of the twentieth century, it 
has been common practice for advanced Australian ballet students to travel to London in pursuit 
of training and employment opportunities.  This section describes the changing meaning of 
these journeys, especially how the concept of “cultural cringe” dovetails with students’ desire to 
travel West. I propose the usefulness of a postcolonial analysis for these questions. 
I conclude in Chapter 5 with a series of questions, conversations, and discoveries about 
national identity in the Australian ballet classroom. I describe the usefulness and danger of 
considering Australian style as a unique and collective concept. I identify perceptions of 
commonalities in Australian dancers’ style from my perspective and from that of my 
interviewees. I identify and deconstruct the “myth” of the Australian dancer as somebody who 
travels and uses space: what factors have contributed to the development of this myth? How 
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does the myth interact with Australian dancers’ perceptions of themselves? In the end, I 
introduce a series of questions that could progress future study of postcolonial ballet pedagogy. 
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1 The Karin System is unpublished and undated, but it has been bound and can be accessed 
through the National Library of Australia’s excellent dance collection. It was written while Karin 
was running The National Capital Ballet School with her then-husband, Brian Lawrence, in 
Canberra. This means that The Karin System was written between 1968 and 1992. 
2 Throughout this thesis, I parenthetically cite these interviews by naming only the interviewee, 
day, and month on which they occurred. I leave the year, 2011, as an implication. When 
referencing interviews conducted by other researchers (for example, those collected by the 
National Library of Australia,) I include the year of the interview in the parenthetical citation.     
3 Australia has a journal devoted to dance, Brolga, established in 1994. Other relevant work 
includes work published by Edward Pask, Michelle Potter, Alan Brissenden, Jean Garling, and 
Katherine Sorley-Walker, among others. 
4 While it is difficult to ascertain just how many schools offer ballet in Australia, Cecchetti Ballet 
of Australia’s website lists teachers representing well over 100 different cities that offer Cecchetti 
certified ballet classes.  
5 One of my richest discoveries at the National Library was a stiffly formal memo from Australian 
Ballet Artistic Director Maina Gielgud to Australian Ballet School Director Dame Margaret 
Scott. The subject of the memo was a formal request for the school to rethink its method of 
teaching pirouettes. 
6 See Jennifer Fischer’s work on the recreational and professional experiences surrounding The 
Nutcracker ballet in the United States for an example of analysis of the cultural importance and 
scholarly possibilities surrounding the recreational ballet experience. 
7 According to her pupil Roné, Imperial ballerina Olga Preobrazhenskaya’s recollections of 
Cecchetti’s philosophy were this: “in class the dancer was to be seen working as an artist, while 
onstage the dancer could be seen as the product of a great teacher. The two aspects of dancing, 
technique and artistry, were for Cecchetti indivisible” (Roné 35). 
8 Students at the Australian Ballet School in 2011 take their daily class in “Classical,” rather than 
“Ballet” technique, to differentiate the form from “Contemporary” and “Character” styles.  
9 Thanks to the Frederick Lampe for recommending this analogy. 
10 I made this calculation using an online latitude/longitude distance calculator: 
http://www.chemical-ecology.net/java/lat-long.htm. 
11 Postcolonial literary and theorists have described and explored Empire’s relevance as a site of 
study. Especially relevant examples include: When London Calls (1999), by Stephen Alomes; “A 
White-Souled State” (1996), by Gillian Whitlock; and The Empire Writes Back (1989), by Bill 
Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. 
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2 AESTHETIC LINEAGE: DISTANCE, ISOLATION, AND THE CHANGING AESTHETIC FRAMEWORK OF 
BALLET TRAINING 
It could be argued that the percentage of Australia’s total population interested in 
the arts is as high as, if not higher than, anywhere else in the world. Certainly, 
because of the geographical distance which limits the number of visiting theater 
companies, concert artists or art exhibitions, there is less art on display at any 
given time than in the great cities of Europe and North America. This is not 
always a disadvantage, however, for those interested in the arts. Instead of 
spreading attention and achieving a wide but possibly shallow area of experience, 
each exhibit is looked at in depth. (195) 
– Katherine Sorley-Walker  
De Basil’s Ballets Russes, 1983 
 
My first contact with the intricacy of the Australian ballet pedagogical landscape was 
momentous for me but probably mundane for everybody else in the room. Seated in the corner 
of one of The Australian Ballet School’s airy Melbourne studios in 2011, I watched a group of 
Australian Ballet Company aspirants as they had their daily classical technique class. Through 
their work, these eager young children demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of the 
physiological and psychological complexities of ballet technique. Their efforts showed a specific 
set of ideas about the aesthetic they were trying to achieve. I had seen thousands of children of a 
similar age and potential in the ballet studios of America, but I found something about my first 
Australian ballet experience to be oddly unfamiliar. The aesthetic goals of these students, clear as 
they were, were decidedly unlike those of American students of a similar age. The danced 
Australian accent expressed through these steps was as obvious to me as my spoken American 
accent must have been to the ears of these hard-working ten-year-olds. This moment of 
intangible difference is a product of the many layers of cultural and ballet history that have 
nestled together to formulate a unique Australian ballet aesthetic.  
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Australia’s distance from England and Western Europe lent heightened importance and 
urgency to every instance of Australia’s early contact with ballet performance. Tours of ballet 
companies to Australia had to contend with the various logistical difficulties associated with this 
great distance. Before the advent of commercial air travel, Australian-bound ballet dancers had 
to travel for months aboard a ship, taking their daily class to stay in shape on deck. Once in 
Australia, companies sought to recuperate their travel expenses by conducting extended tours, 
ranging in length from months to years.1 Tours were extended if difficult political circumstances 
abroad or financial conditions locally made such a decision favorable. Australian audiences 
consequently could become well versed in every aspect of a visiting company’s dancers and 
repertoire. 
These sorts of logistical manifestations of Australia’s distance and isolation saturated 
early ballet tours to Australia with heightened relevance for audiences. Each touring company 
was taken to be a model of “the latest” style in terms of how ballet “should” be performed. 
According to Australian Ballet Artist in Residence Colin Peasley, who has been associated with 
The Australian Ballet Company since it was founded in 1962: “It all comes back to the tyranny 
of distance – we were so far away, and every time we saw anyone, we thought everyone was like 
that – when, in fact, it was only the very best people who came here” (25 May). Australian 
dancers’ high opinion of the technical quality of dancing elsewhere had as its shadow the 
expectation that Australian dancers did not have access to expert, or even adequate training 
within their own continent.2 The consequence of these factors was that the early development of 
Australian ballet happened in reaction to a series of discrete events, each having a noticeable 
aesthetic impact; the tours served as “flash” points, explosive moments that lead to a re-
imagining of the desired kinesthetic and physiological aesthetic in Australia. As British and 
22 
Western European performative aesthetic values changed, Australian training methods were 
adapted accordingly.  
This is not to say that the history of the Australian ballet aesthetic always unfolded 
neatly. Although ballet companies’ tours to Australia served as transformative moments, they 
were often preceded or followed by ballet teachers of a similar heritage who anticipated or 
reinforced the changing style. For example, the English Ballet Rambert’s 1947 tour heralded the 
popularization of a new “English” style of ballet throughout Australia, but this new style was 
anticipated by more gradual changes in Australian ballet classrooms. Royal Academy of Dance 
(RAD) and Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing (Cecchetti) teachers had started to present 
elements of this English style beginning in the 1920s, with the first examinations in each syllabus 
occurring in the 1930s. Ballet Rambert in 1947, then, presented to its audience the realization of 
what the British style could look like in a professional setting. Similarly, each international tour 
represented a catalytic moment within the more gradually mutating Australian conception of 
ballet. 
My efforts to trace the developing aesthetic of the Australian ballet classroom through 
time are motivated by the imprint that movement training leaves through time. The method that 
a teacher uses lingers3; its logic and style might be embraced or rejected, but its presence remains 
in the development of the student’s musculature and the student’s ingrained movement 
patterning. If the student rejects the principles behind the teacher’s ideas, the ideas nevertheless 
continue dancing through the student’s musculature, movement quality, and technical ability. If 
the student embraces some or all aspects of the teacher’s ideas, the ideas endure more 
completely, with the student perhaps even crediting the teacher by name and repeating specific 
exercises and methods. No matter the student’s eventual relationship with the teacher’s 
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approach, a training lineage naturally becomes regionally specific, as summarized by founding 
Australian Ballet Artistic Director Dame Peggy van Praagh with dance scholar Peter Brinson in 
1963:  
The emphasis a school gives to the physical and emotional elements in 
choreography may quickly be discovered by studying the style the school 
transmits to a dancer, the dancer’s ‘schooling.’ From the first plié of his school 
days and forever after, a dancer absorbs this schooling from his teachers [ . . . ] 
Thus the dancers of every school of ballet speak the same language of 
movement, but with different accents, which indicate special traits. (180) 
A 21st century ballet student in Australia looks and moves in a certain way because of the 
regional aesthetic “accent” of his or her dancing forefathers and foremothers.  
The story of Australian ballet pedagogy’s aesthetic lineage is a dynamic history closely 
tied to Australian sociopolitical events. During the Australian Gold Rush of the 1850s, the 
dancing classroom in British-Australian culture was gaining a cultural foothold, eventually 
becoming a celebrated location for the leisure time of high-society young women. In the early 
20th century, British press coverage of Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes inspired fascination with a new 
Russian ballet mystique that emphasized the austerity and physical hardships of Imperial 
Russian ballet classrooms. Adeline Genée’s 1913 tour brought these changing attitudes toward 
ballet training to Australian soil for the first time. The “kangaroussky” tours4 of the 1920s and 
30s transformed the Australian ballet landscape by building an Australian ballet audience and 
transplanting a large group of trained dancers to Australia. The Russes dancers’ powerful, quick 
aesthetic was replaced during the 1940s and 1950s by the World War II-era British ballet 
aesthetic, which arrived in Australia in 1947 and dovetailed with burgeoning English-based 
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training syllabi. Finally, travels by Vaganova-trained teachers and dancers in the 1950s, 1960s, 
and 1970s disrupted the neatness of the British aesthetic, providing an opportunity for a 
quintessentially Australian style to emerge. 
2.1  Origins: Of Gold, Sylphs, Variety Acts and Society Girls (1851-1913) 
Unaccompanied by music, they afterwards practiced the various steps used in ballet 
dancing, each of which is known by a name, which is usually of French origin.  
– Ruth Beale  
The Argus,5 28 July1906 
 
The story of the Australian classical ballet performance classroom begins with the gold rush of 
1851. Before that, students of dancing in Australia learned gavottes, minuets, boleros and other 
fashionable social dance forms from British and Parisian dancing masters; Jean Garling, 
Australian dancer and author of the 1950 Australian Notes on the Ballet, traces these social dance 
classes back to at least 1833 (10), although it might be impossible to ever establish the first 
instance of such instruction. Any dance training that did happen before 1851 had more to do 
with social graces than with performing; professional dance performance opportunities in pre-
gold rush Australia were few and far between.6 The gold rush, with its new wealth, enticed 
Romantic ballerinas to perform in newly erected theatres. The ballerinas’ movement vocabulary 
was unevenly absorbed into the eclectic dancing classrooms and variety stages of the era. Thus, 
ballet was just one type of entertainment that was imported and enjoyed by the gold rush 
population as evidence of their new status as middle class British colonists.  
In 1851, Edward Hammond Hargraves found gold in a creek bed near Sydney. His 
discovery ushered British Australia into an era of cultural change. The promise of sudden wealth 
enticed a group of relatively well-educated migrants to brave the long journey to the antipodes. 
Although the transportation of convicts to Australia wouldn’t formally end until 1868, the 
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cultural impacts of the gold rush population quickly overshadowed and outspent that of the 
remaining convict settlements. This was due both to the sheer number of new immigrants – the 
frenzy of gold rush migrants more than doubled the continent’s population – and to the cultural 
opportunities and expectations that the successful fortune hunters would have. The newly 
wealthy population proved to be large enough to cause a dislocation of the existing members of 
the British aristocracy from their precarious dominance. Their power was diluted with the 
establishment of a new bourgeoisie (Hughes 564). Members of this new middle class had 
wealth, free time, and a strong desire to maintain a cultural connection with the Empire while 
detangling themselves from Australia’s reputation as a criminal, morally stained colony. The 
importation of British culture, in the form of literature, art, and entertainment, was a powerful 
way to achieve these goals.  
Watching dance performance was a tool for gold rushers and their families to separate 
themselves from the convictry that had founded British Australia, and to celebrate their 
newfound wealth. Serle calls this era in Australia’s creative history a short-lived intensive time of 
British “derivative culture” (30). While later colonists would continue to look to Britain for ideas 
about what constituted “culture,” “entertainment,” and “civilization,” the post-1851 intensively 
“derivative” zeitgeist would gradually begin to fade away along with the once-sharp British 
memories of this newly transplanted populace. What remained from this period was a taste and 
desire for various British expressions of culture, including concert dance, which had established a 
robust foothold among British Australian audiences. 
Dance on Australian gold rush stages reflected the popular styles of London at the time. 
The first quarter of the nineteenth century launched what ballet historian Ivor Guest calls the 
“Golden Age” of French-style Romantic Ballet on the stages of The King’s Theatre in London 
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(46), and this taste for Paris Opéra-style sylphs in pointe shoes seems to have traveled alongside 
the mid-century Australian gold rush populace. Australian dance historian Edward Pask, in 
discussing the many Romantic ballet tours between 1853 and 1870, notes that performers were 
as eager as audiences to take advantage of Australia’s new wealth, and an influx of Romantic-
style dancers flooded into Australia to entertain its growing population (Enter 19). Besides 
bringing to Australia the latest ballet stars of the world’s stages, these tours also employed 
Australians in various roles backstage and onstage. The extensive costs of transporting an entire 
production to Australia made bringing an entire performance cast unfeasible – a problem that 
many future generations would encounter as well. The solution was to pay transportation costs 
for a single famous dancer, or for a small group of dancers, and to surround them with local 
dancers in supernumerary and corps de ballet roles. Even though the Australians’ technical 
requirements for these roles were negligible by today’s standards, they underwent some sort of 
preparation for their time onstage.  
The arrival of Romantic ballet touring companies thereby established the first tradition 
in Australian vocational dance pedagogy: the training of local Australian women to fill the corps 
de ballet ranks of a visiting star’s performance. Pask provides an evocative description of how 
Ballet Master and dancer Signor Carandini prepared a rag-tag group for their debut in Madame 
Strebinger’s 1855 production of Giselle: 
By day the large stage of the Theatre Royal [in Melbourne] became a classroom 
for Carandini; it was there that his new pupils – some total novices to the dance 
– were disciplined by the hour into graceful coryphées. Every morning from 
nine o’ clock to eleven-thirty was devoted to class under Carandini; then after a 
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lunch break, the dancers would work through from one-thirty until four in the 
afternoon, rehearsing the ballet with Madame Strebinger. (Enter 22) 
Strebinger’s Giselle was a box-office flop, but the pattern of filling the ranks with dancers, trained 
just enough to be in the corps de ballet, would continue into the 20th century. These early 
Australian dancers served as little more than a backdrop for the guest talent. The relative 
refinement of the training of the featured dancers to the “novice” Australians is a striking 
metaphor for the cultural positioning of Australia as culturally distant from London at this time: 
the women of the Australian corps de ballet had received very little training and had started what 
training they did have as young adults, so their presentation and technique would have looked 
inaccurate when placed next to the highly-trained Paris Opéra stars.  
Two or three act ballets like Giselle were a rarity during this era7; ballets were 
usually presented as a single component within a variety-type show. “La Lola” Montes, 
one such variety-act performer, popularized Romantic style dance with her contentious 
touring act. 8 Cultural theorist Geoffrey Serle cites La Lola’s Australian tour as being 
responsible for the introduction of dance as “en element within lowly variety shows” in 
Australia (157). Montes was wildly successful in various Australian gold rush towns. Her 
Spider Dance, with its risqué flashes of the leg and speculations as to what she might or 
might not have had on underneath her dress, might not have been British “high” art, but 
it did indirectly have a major effect on Australian ballet training practices. The 
popularization of titillating ballet-based performance within the variety show lead to a 
more consistent demand for danced “numbers” on the variety stage, and these pieces 
would often be performed by local talent. The establishment of a local tradition of 
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vocational dance instruction logically followed. As performing opportunities became 
more frequent, Australia’s first professional dancers could make a living at their craft. 
As the nineteenth century entered its last decade, the J.C. Williamson Company 
established a dancing troupe and associated school (Garling 12). 9 This troupe included two 
ballerinas10 of the new Russian classical style as its stars, eight British-trained soloists, and ninety 
dancers from Australian and New Zealand theatres as the corps de ballet (Pask, Enter 86). 
Although this troupe has been cited as being the first Australian ballet troupe (Garling 12), it 
was certainly not the first British-Australian dance troupe, as it was preceded by Emilia Pasta’s 
popular seasonal pantomime companies, which premiered in 1879 with a Babes in the Woods 
production in Melbourne. According to Pask, Madame Pasta assiduously trained all of her 
dancers for these annual Christmastime pantomimes, and her students went on to become 
leaders and teachers within J.C. Williamson’s empire (Enter 76). One successful pupil, Minnie 
Everett, was a popular Australian dancer and performer on the Williamson circuit who went on 
to direct the dance school associated with the J.C. Williamson Company. 
Without more detailed information about the training programs for each of these 
groups, it is impossible to determine whether either Everett’s school for J.C. Williamson or 
Pasta’s Pantomime program deserves the distinction of being the first Australian organization to 
utilize vocational ballet pedagogy, but by the turn of the 20th century, young aspiring Australian 
dancers made their way to Sydney and Melbourne in search of training and employment within 
the J.C. Williamson empire. Around the same time,11 Jennie Brenan, a student of Minnie Everett 
and Madame Phillipina, became a major classical dance teacher for the Williamson Company 
when she established her own school on Collins Street in Melbourne. Brenan would go on to be 
a celebrated and successful teacher for both vocational and recreational students: She would 
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prepare many of Australia’s first theatrical dancers for their debut, and she was also a fashionable 
teacher for young society women. Her influence would extend over decades, with her role as a 
pedagogical leader in Australian ballet solidified when she advocated for the importation of the 
British RAD system of examinations in 1935.  
Jennie Brenan’s pre-RAD classes consisted of an eclectic mix of movement styles, 
without a strictly balletic approach to movement. Ruth Beale, writing in Melbourne’s The Argus, 
gives a detailed description of a class “in Collins Street” from 1906. Beale’s description paints a 
colorful picture of the methods of Brenan’s classroom from this era. 12  This account provides a 
rare peek into the pre-syllabus methods of Australian dance training, so I will quote it here at 
length. 
In a ballroom overlooking Collins-street [sic] a large class for ladies was in 
progress. About 70 persons were present, ranging from little children, of two or 
three years of age, to adults. Some were resting on chairs, while others went 
through their exercise. They were clad in costume consisting of a loose blouse or 
Guernsey, a short skirt and bloomers, stockings, and heelless shoes fastened 
round the ankles with ribbons. Corsets are not allowed, and ballet-shoes are 
made with soft leather, with slightly stiffened toecaps, which give a little support 
to toe dancing [ . . . ]  
 
After about 10 minutes’ exercise the dancers were dismissed to rest while the 
floor was taken by about 30 girls, who ranged themselves in three long rows, 
with a wide space between the dancers. They then went through a very vigorous 
kind of drill, in which every muscle of the body seemed to be called into play. 
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Unaccompanied by music, they afterwards practiced the various steps used in 
ballet dancing, each of which is known by a name, which is usually of French 
origin. Some of the more difficult ones are ronde de jambe, roujon [sic], fries 
[sic], entre chais [sic], pas bourre, pas de bas, and pirouette, while, perhaps, the 
funniest of the English names is the “long attitude” [ . . . ]  
 
Physical culture and deep breathing are taught in conjunction with theatrical 
exercises, with the object of making the pupils long-winded. Girls with 
promising voices are urged to take singing lessons, as this increases their chance 
of theatrical engagements when the time comes to apply for them. No external 
aid is ever permitted in these classes, such as dumb-bells, elastic bands, or 
weights on the head. Carefully selected exercises will make the pupil graceful 
and erect without these. Physical exercise alone tends to make a healthy body, 
but not a graceful one, and this is where theatrical dancing is of advantage. (5) 
Clearly, Brenan was not teaching “ballet dancing” as an independent dance form. Her eclectic 
approach collectively presented various exercises as “theatrical dancing,” a heterogeneous 
blend of conditioning and dancing, with the ballet vocabulary a single component of the 
classwork. It seems odd that the ballet steps were practiced “unaccompanied by music,” but it 
could be that their function was more athletic than artistic. Based on Beale’s description, the 
physical culture elements might have taken precedence over the “danced” aspects of the 
course. The banning of corsets and emphasis on breath would suggest that Brenan was versed 
in the newly vogue Delsartean understanding of the woman’s body. The large class size, wide 
range of pupil ages, and periods of rest for each group would likely lead to many 
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opportunities for recovery and social interaction. Beale’s description emphasizes the social 
status of the students, and points directly to a changing demographic within the “theatrical 
dancing” classroom:  
The pupils do not belong to the class from which ballet girls are usually 
supposed to be drawn. There is nothing about them to suggest the dingy garret 
in the slums, the home of the theatrical fairy of public fancy. They are mostly 
daughters of professional or business men [sic]. There are a few “society” girls 
who are learning stage dancing for private theatricals, or merely amusement. A 
number of pupils are sent from the Conservatorium of Music to learn 
deportment and the art of making pleasant appearance on the concert platform.   
Beale’s comment about the “class from which ballet girls are usually supposed to be drawn” is 
telling. Not only was ballet education considered to be a purely vocational, low-class activity 
in the Melbournian society’s consciousness, it was perceived as belonging on the outskirts of 
society, in the slums.  Brenan’s 1906 class, on the other hand, made ballet class desirable and 
even fashionable for a higher class of participants.  Then again, although this class was not a 
purely vocational course, it was not a strictly recreational one either. The class was meant to 
provide a variety of pupils with a variety of outcomes: “amusement,” “pleasant appearance” in 
music concerts, “private theatricals,” and so on. Beale, in a description that must have 
certainly spurred interest in the positive aspects of recreational ballet practice, goes on to 
vigorously champion this new perspective of ballet as a middle class recreational pastime: 
The mental and physical improvement in children under training is remarkable. 
It is noticeable that those girls who have learnt ballet-dancing [sic] from 
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childhood are much better developed and more graceful than those who have 
had the ordinary child’s upbringing without the exercise.  
 
The more intelligent a child, the greater will be her success in dancing. The 
modern Continental ballet is a fairy tale told in the poetry of motion, and the 
dancer must be able to think out and interpret the meaning of it by herself. She 
must learn not only to use her feet in the correct steps, but to express in her face 
the emotion the dance portrays. It may almost be said that the movement of the 
feet is of minor importance, for a dancer with a lugubrious face cannot express 
the joy of living no matter how cleverly her feet may twinkle. It is this Dumb 
Crambo13 acting which makes the ballet school so valuable to an actress. One 
has only to instance the triumphal dance of Miriam, after the passage of the Red 
Sea; the religious dance of David, and that of Salome for the head of John the 
Baptist, to prove the dramatic possibilities of dancing. 
Beale pointedly distances Brenan’s “theatrical dancing” course from that “dingy garret in the 
slums,” which is surely a reference to the poor living conditions of the meagerly paid, sexually 
exploited young women of the Paris Opéra during this period. Beale suggests that recreational 
dancing could also be morally uplifting by ending her article with a list of religious roles that 
were popular with actresses of the era. Theatrical dancing, to Beale, is a potentially righteous, 
socially advantageous activity for colonial British women of a certain social class. Writing in 
1906, Beale reveals and perpetuates a new trend that would take deep root and continue into the 
21st century: theatrical dance training can (and, to Beale, should) be a worthy, celebrated 
pastime for girls and women and women of the middle and upper classes in Australian society. 
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Jennie Brenan is but one powerful, successful representative of a small group of women14 
who established theatrical dancing schools around the same time. As the 19th century drew to a 
close, dancing schools were opening in Brisbane (Alice Mason Betty and Nellie Lawrence) and 
Sydney (Minnie Hooper and Minnie Everett). These early teachers’ pupils would become 
dancers in J.C. Williamson extravaganzas and on the smaller stages of the vaudeville circuit, 
where they would perform what ballet historian Edward Pask describes as “acts strictly designed 
to amaze or even shock the audience” (Enter 100).  
J.C. Williamson employed dancers for operas, pantomimes, musical theatre 
performances, and variety shows. The first Australian professional dancers prepared for all such 
opportunities, so their training was by necessity richer in breadth than in depth.  Brenan’s 
training methods in the early 1900s reflected this eclecticism. As had been the case with 
Strebinger’s Giselle, when Brenan’s students did perform in ballets, they were serving as the corps 
de ballet for an international star. In her oral history for the National Library of Australia, 
Australian vaudeville star Edna Edgley notes how apparent this Australian breadth of training 
was to her when she traveled to London. Edgley was auditioning English dancers for roles in her 
touring show. She was unimpressed by the singly-skilled London dancers who attended her 
audition, as she was used to employing Australians who could contribute to all aspects of the 
production. In preparation for these differing expectations of their respective vaudeville circuits, 
early 20th century Australian professional dancers had a greater range of training when compared 
to their London contemporaries (Edgley 1985).  
It would take several decades of tours by highly trained ballet stars, tales of their training 
methods, and the influence of a handful of international ballet pedagogues to transform the 
Australian utilization of the French ballet vocabulary. As exposure to ballet grew, Australian 
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pedagogues would embrace the ballet lexicon as a site of serious training for recreational and 
vocational students. This change in ballet training would take hold unevenly across the 
Australian continent. Harry Haythorne recalls that his 1930s training in Adelaide was an eclectic 
blend of vaudeville performance styles that included ballet15; by this time Australian ballet 
companies were gaining a foothold in Melbourne and Sydney (Haythorne 2001).  
2.2  Changing Perceptions of the Ballet Classroom: 1910-1926 
Many people think that [dancing] is a thing that anyone can learn, but that is not so. 
 – Adeline Genée  
The Sunday Times, 29 May 1910 
 
Between about 1910 and 1926 the eclectic theatrical dance classroom would gradually give way 
to a classical ballet classroom housing a more formal, rigorous, multi-year codification of the 
ballet vocabulary. This change was facilitated by the British fascination with Sergei Diaghilev’s 
Ballets Russes, Adeline Genée’s highly successful 1913 tour to Australia, tales of Russian training 
regimes, and a re-conceptualization of ballet as an art form that could stand apart from other 
types of entertainment.  
Danish ballerina Adeline Genée, billed as “the world’s greatest dancer,” toured to several 
Australian cities in 1913. Genée traveled with the Bolshoi’s Alexandre Volinine as her partner 
and a corps de ballet that included members of the Imperial Russian Ballet alongside ten 
Australian women, including one of Jennie Brenan’s students (Pask, Enter 104). Australian 
audiences, overwhelmingly impressed with the company’s blend of Imperial Russian and Ballets 
Russes repertoire (Pask, Enter 106), were seeing the performances with a new understanding of 
the stand-alone capabilities of ballet as a dramatic art. This growing appreciation for ballet 
performance was coupled with exposure to new ideas about ballet classwork; in the years 
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surrounding Genée’s tour, Australian newspapers carried detailed descriptions of Genée’s 
training, and of that of her Russian colleagues. 
The Australian newspaper articles detailing international ballet training methods from 
this era focus overwhelmingly on the austere, difficult lifestyle of the ballet student and 
professional. In tone and content, the writers elevate ballet from entertainment to art; the 
danseuse and danseur are re-forged as artists of the highest caliber. These articles propose a 
Russian-style ballet classroom that is a morally and culturally “high” space for the hardworking, 
inspired dancer. Such descriptions provide the British Australian public with a newly respectful 
attitude toward ballet pedagogy. On 29 May 1910, three years before Genée set foot in Australia, 
the “Ladies Page” of the Sunday Times in Perth reported on the difficulties that Genée endured 
to “hold her place as the greatest dancer in the world.”  
In order to stay in the best physical condition and keep her muscles supple she 
practices two hours every day between 12 and two [ . . . ] “I think there can be 
no art without training  [ . . . ] I take frequent lessons from my uncle, and shall 
continue to do so as long as I am on the stage [ . . . ]  No one can be a dancer 
with less than five or six years of training” [Genée] said the other day, “and to 
become a great artist, it takes even longer. Yet some girls think they can learn to 
dance in 12 lessons! [ . . . ] For the first two or three years of my training I was 
not allowed to go upon my toes, but only to do the simpler exercises. You 
cannot force dancing. Many people think that it is a thing that anyone can learn, 
but that is not so.” (7)  
Genée presents her training practices as difficult work that a child seeking to become a “great 
artist” must undertake. Furthermore, the aspirant’s hard work is not enough – “anyone” is not 
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capable of becoming adept at this kind of dancing. Genée is presenting ballet as an art form that 
requires extreme devotion and a special talent. This description must have seemed novel, 
serious, and noble for Australian performers accustomed to the more wide-ranging demands of 
the entertainment-based dances of the vaudeville circuit.  
Genée’s devotion to classical ballet goes beyond the movement vocabulary itself. Her 
life is dance, and Terpsichore is a stern mistress. The article goes on to describe her monastic 
existence: 
Mlle Genée can eat only two meals a day, and one of them consists only of toast 
and tea [ . . . ] She requires 11 to 12 hours’ sleep [ . . . ] she cannot indulge in any 
sports or pastimes that might develop certain muscles or interfere with others, to 
the detriment of her dancing [ . . . ] she makes it a rule to walk at least eight miles 
a day as briskly as it is possible in a crowded city. (“Ladies Page” 7) 
The author writes of Genée’s life with fascination and awe. In 1911, the Ballets Russes debut in 
London further fueled this British fascination with the glamorous, state-subsidized Russian 
ballet training and lifestyle.  Newspapers throughout Australia joined the frenzy, and in 1913, the 
year of Genée’s visit, stories of the Russian training method were especially prevalent. In 
Melbourne’s The Argus, a few weeks before Genée’s debut, a representative article describes the 
rigor of the Imperial Russian school: “Those who enter [The Imperial Russian Ballet] school do 
so when they are 10 years old, and they must undergo at least three years’ training before they 
are allowed to appear even as pupils” (“Russia’s Art” 15). In Adelaide’s The Register the following 
week, the importance of daily practice is emphasized: “The members of the Imperial Russian 
Ballet now in Melbourne in preparation for the Genée season lead a strenuous life [ . . . ] Practice 
forms portion of their daily routine, just as sleeping or eating” (“Dramatic Notes” 5).  
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All of these articles reposition ballet within the Australian consciousness as a noble art 
form practiced Elsewhere by Russian-style dancers. Only a few months later, Brisbane’s Worker 
newspaper describes these same training methods through a conditional structure, thereby 
implying the feasibility of an Australian (girl) undertaking a Russian-style ballet education:  “If a 
girl is going to make dancing her profession, she ought to begin the first exercises when she is 
nine years old [ . . . ]The most difficult thing the girls have to learn, of course, is toe-dancing. For 
this they are prepared at the horizontal bar [ . . . ] All dancers, coryphées and premières alike, go 
through the bar-practice before going on for their act” (“World of Recreation” 12). 
While these articles were describing the Russian method of preparing ballet dancers for 
the stage, other stories were championing Russian-style ballet as a “high” art for all concerned 
and available to only the chosen few: the elite dancer, the discerning audience, and the supreme 
civilization. In 1920, Melbourne’s The Argus quotes Ballets Russes (and Imperial Ballet-trained) 
star Tamara Karsavina in her description of ballet technique as a means of “dividing” the chosen 
from the rest:  “[Karsavina says:] What a great inspiration was given to him who first invented 
the art of dancing on the tips of the toes! For thus was drawn a dividing line between what is 
accessible to all, and that which is given only to the chosen, between stage and life” (“Stage 
Gossip” 9). The Victoria’s West Gippsland Gazette in 1913 takes a more critical tone in 
describing the relative incivility of Australian theatrical dancing “In the [matter] of dancing we 
are still a little barbarous, the fact being that, while people in all civilized countries have long 
been used to accomplished orchestras, Russia has supremacy in the possession of corresponding 
corps de ballet” (“Ballet, The”). The potential for an audience’s connoisseurship is described in 
1911 in the Clarence and Richmond Examiner, as the reporter describes the experience of 
attending a Russian ballet: “The uninitiated [in Russia,] listen to the clapping and cries of ‘bis’ in 
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blank amazement.16 They do not know that there are certain ideal methods of twiddling and 
tripping” (“Russian Dancing” 6).  
World War I disrupted ballet tours to Australia for more than ten years (Pask, Enter 
114). Anna Pavlova had intended to travel to Australia in 1914, but the political and logistical 
circumstances surrounding the war made such travel impossible. Australia’s new regard for ballet 
as a “high” art form endured through these lean war years; when tours of Russian-style ballet 
resumed with Pavlova’s 1926 trip, they were fashionable, successful ventures. The re-situation of 
ballet-as-art was multifaceted: ballet was a morally and aesthetically superior way of dancing; it 
demanded the highest commitment from its students; it “chose” the few who were talented 
enough to succeed, and its intensive training methods had to begin early in childhood. Genée’s 
tour provided audiences with the creative possibilities of this glamorous, difficult lifestyle of the 
ballet artist. What a distance professional ballet had traveled, in a few short years, from Beale’s 
“dingy garret”! The end of the Great War would bring ballet performers to Australia who would 
provide the inspiration and tools to translate this explosive, expressive Russian style of dancing 
into a vernacular Australian form of expression.  
2.3 “Kangaroussky” Tours: The Russes tradition in Australia (1926-1940) 
We toured the whole Antipodes 
With Anna the Pavlowa 
Then tired and gone at the knees 
We found the tour over. 
– Harcourt Algeranoff   
Letter to Alice Essex, July 1926 
 
In a book review of Enrico Cecchetti’s memoirs, J. Penn of Adelaide’s The Register sums up the 
reputation that ballet had garnered in 1923 Australia:  “Some day, one hopes, the Russian ballet 
will make its way to Australia, and meanwhile it is so well known by repute and through the 
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illustrations of English periodicals that many people will be glad to learn something of its inner 
history” (4). Penn’s wish for a Russian ballet tour to Australia would be granted several times in 
the coming years. Anna Pavlova (in 1926 and 1929) Olga Spessitseva (in 1934) and the much-
acclaimed Colonel de Basil’s Ballets Russes companies (1936-1940) would captivate audiences 
while liberally sprinkling dancers of the new Russes tradition throughout Australia as émigré 
teachers and performers. Instability in Western Europe during World War II would provide 
especially strong motivation for de Basil’s dancers to stay in Australia, and these Russes style 
dancers had an especially strong aesthetic influence on developments in Australian ballet 
classrooms The Russes style would translate into new practices and styles in Australian ballet 
classrooms. 
Pavlova and Spessitseva’s tours, although headlined by different ballerinas, were 
presenting ballet from a similar point of view. Spessitseva’s program was prepared by Pavlova’s 
manager and included many of the same dancers (Pask, Enter 129), so likely shared aesthetic 
and technical values with Pavlova’s. The two dancers’ trips presented a unified, glamorous, 
ballerina-centered realization of the newspapers’ elevation of ballet’s status as “high” art. Their 
companies, although billed as “Russian,” included dancers from throughout Western Europe. As 
with the tours of previous generations, supernumerary roles were filled by Australians, who were 
specially prepared for the occasion (Pask, Enter 126).  
Writing to his mother, British dancer and Pavlova company member Harcourt 
Algeranoff describes the popular reception of Pavlova’s début: “You’ll be glad to know that 
everything went well last night. ‘Russian’ was a great success. The house was of course crowded, 
and the audience spontaneous in its enthusiasm” (Algeranoff 222). Algeranoff’s “’Russian’” 
refers to the piece Russian Dances in Pavlova’s repertoire, but it could just as well signify the 
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Australian reception of the Russian style. Anna Pavlova’s company had its Australian premiere at 
Melbourne’s His Majesty’s Theatre in March 1926.  Pavlova presented a smorgasbord of 
spectacular Ballets Russes and Imperial Ballet-style fare that highlighted her unique talents and 
which had brought her fame in other international tours. The 1926 Australian trip was so 
successful that Pavlova would return in 1929. During these two tours, the wide range of 
repertoire gave the public an opportunity to practice a new balletomane skillset, thereby meeting 
the press’ challenge of the previous decade to embrace ballet as a high art. Brisbane Courier’s 
description of the final 1929 Brisbane performance (on 9 April) captures the audience’s 
devotion and enthusiasm: “Thunderous applause held up the performance for fully fifteen 
minutes as Pavlova and her partner bowed” (Pask, Enter 125).  
Anna Pavlova’s reliance on the teaching and coaching methods of Enrico Cecchetti 
contributed to the ballerina’s legacy in Australian ballet classrooms. Cecchetti had been an 
important teacher at the Imperial Russian Ballet, where he first met Pavlova. His training 
methods so impressed the ballerina that she employed him as a personal coach in 1906 in 
Russia, and brought him along as her teacher and coach on her 1913 tour to the U.S. (Celi). 
Maestro Cecchetti’s methods and exercises were later standardized, broken down into 
elementary component parts, and disseminated from his school in London. As the twentieth 
century progressed, the Cecchetti Method would become one of the most popular and 
influential internationally standardized syllabi to be taught in Australia. Teachers of Cecchetti’s 
methods, those from Pavlova’s company and others, would invoke Pavlova’s name in their 
Australian advertisements. The message of these advertisements was clear: The Russian ballet 
had arrived in Australia, and it could be transmitted to Australians through the Cecchetti 
formula; if students wished to dance as Pavlova danced, they should train as she had trained, 
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with Cecchetti’s method. Some of the first teachers to utilize Cecchetti’s techniques and 
capitalize on Pavlova’s success in Australia in this way included dancers from her company who 
decided to make a new home in Australia. 
It is easy to imagine the lure of Australia for many of Pavlova’s dancers: 1920s war-torn 
Europe was an unstable place; Australia could provide an Anglocentric society that felt safely 
removed from the simmering political tensions of the West; Australians had a deep appreciation 
for Russian-style ballet but were in need of practiced teachers of the Russian methods; and 
Pavlova’s commercial success suggested that an audience base existed for future performance 
ventures. Many of Pavlova’s dancers, drawn by these circumstances, stayed or returned to 
Australia for work once the company’s tours had concluded. Of those who found work in 
Australia, several were especially influential as ballet teachers. These teachers had a major impact 
in shaping developments in an emerging Australian ballet pedagogy.  
Pavlova’s dancers came from a wide variety of backgrounds, and their methods of 
teaching ballet were correspondingly diverse. These teachers represented a wide cross-section of 
syllabi and approaches to teaching ballet. Given Pavlova’s proclivity for Cecchetti’s approach, it 
is not surprising that some of her dancers carried the Cecchetti style into Australian schools: 
Anton Dolinoff opened an influential Cecchetti school in Sydney (Pask, Enter 123); Estelle 
Anderson became a “beloved” (Pask, Enter 123) Sydney-based Cecchetti teacher until her death 
in 1971; and South African Vera Van Rij taught dancing lessons at a physical culture school in 
Adelaide starting in 1930 (“Travelled Dancer” 4). The Advertiser’s 19 December 1933 
descriptions of Van Rij’s lectures on ballet technique indicate that she often included 
demonstrations of material from Cecchetti’s syllabus, especially his famously difficult adagios 
(“Dance Technique” 10). Several major teachers who didn’t adhere so strongly to Cecchetti’s 
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methods also made their home in Australia after Pavlova’s tours. The most influential of these 
was probably Leon Kellaway, who would return with Spessitseva’ company before settling in 
Australia in the 1930s. Kellaway would go on to teach throughout Australia: at his own school in 
Sydney, for Edouard Borovansky’s school and company, at The National Theatre, and at The 
Australian Ballet. Royal Academy of Dancing pioneer Eunice Weston17 returned to establish her 
RAD syllabus school in Melbourne in 1927. The English-born Algeranoff18 had his first 
Australian pupils during the 1926 tours (Algeranoff), and he would return with several other 
touring companies.19 He would briefly make a home in Melbourne and become an influential 
teacher at the National Theatre in Melbourne during the 1950s. Czech-born Edouard 
Borovansky, less of a pedagogue than his wife Xenia but extraordinarily influential in early 
Australian professional ballet, would return with de Basil’s company before making Australia his 
home.  
This infusion of teachers from Pavlova’s company changed the landscape of Australian 
ballet pedagogy. The idea of the Russian ballet training regimen as a source of cultural 
enrichment and artistic training, which had been so popularized by the press during the 
preceding decade, now found embodiment in Australian classrooms and on Australian stages. 
Pavlova’s transplanted dancers lent momentum to the movement of Australian dancing 
classrooms toward the inclusion of extensive, intensive ballet classes. Although eclectic theatrical 
dancing instruction would continue to thrive, it was joined by this increasingly common 
isolation of the ballet vocabulary. 
Pavlova’s dancers were not the first to bring the 1-2 hour ballet class, with barre and 
center exercises, to Australian students. A small group of ballet teachers who utilized this format 
definitely preceded the company’s 1926 arrival, with especially important pedagogues including 
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RAD founder Edouard Espinosa providing instruction briefly in 1918 (Pask, Enter 112), Errol 
Addison, whose Cecchetti school lasted for just a year in 1925 (Pask, Enter 112), and Daphne 
Deane in Sydney (“Promised Gift, The” 14). Nor did Pavlova’s dancers introduce the concept of 
this sort of class to a wider group of Australians, as descriptions of this classwork predated their 
arrival. Pavlova’s dancers, though, were the vanguard of a new popularization of this approach in 
Australia. The number of Pavlova’s dancers who moved to Australia as dance teachers at this 
time, the strongly favorable impression of ballet that lingered from Pavlova’s performances, the 
pre-existing notion of “appropriateness” of theatrical dancing classrooms as a site of recreation 
and socialization for young women of middle or upper classes, and the British elevation of ballet 
from its residence among “garrets” to becoming a morally uplifting practice for an aspiring 
danseuse all converged to create a new climate in Australia dancing classrooms. This climate 
positioned ballet as newly popular, available, and desirable for study. This positioning would be 
reinforced and recreated by ensuing tours of the Russian-style ballet. 
Maryinsky ballerina Olga Spessivtzeva, presented to Australians with the English-
friendly stage name of “Olga Spessiva” during the tour, arrived in Australia with the Dandré-
Levinoff Russian Ballet in 1934. Like Pavlova, Spessivtzeva was extraordinarily popular, and was 
in fact “hailed as the greatest dancer [ . . . ] the successor to Pavlova” (Pask, Enter 130). 
Spessivtzeva and Pavlova were frequently compared, as Spessivtzeva “bore a remarkable likeness 
to Anna Pavlova [ . . . ] Cecchetti once compared the two ballerinas to the two halves of an 
apple, at which Diaghilev [ . . . ] remarked ‘The Spessivtzeva half was that exposed to the sun’” 
(Pask, Enter 130). Despite the likeness shared by the two dancers, their similar repertoire, and 
common company dossier, Spessivtzeva’s tour was not as successful as Pavlova’s. Spessivtzeva 
battled depression throughout the 1934 tour, and her mental health deteriorated rapidly as the 
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trip progressed. She missed many performances as a result. Her well-publicized psychological 
struggles and the management’s last-minute replacements by understudies tarnished the public 
response to the company. Spessivtzeva’s tumultuous tour is rarely given much attention in 
Australian ballet history studies, although it did provide relative continuity for Australian 
audiences in its positioning between Pavlova’s and de Basil’s performances. In terms of ballet 
pedagogy, Spessivtzeva’s tour had a markedly lasting impact through the person of Leon 
Kellaway, one of the most prominent ballet teachers of his generation in Australia. Kellaway’s 
decision to stay in Australia after Spessivtzeva’s tour would directly influence several generations 
of ballet students through his decades as a teacher.   
 Colonel de Basil’s Ballets Russes-based company toured to Australia in 1936, 1939, and 
1940. The group traveled as the Monte Carlo Russian Ballet, The Covent Garden Russian 
Ballet, and The Original Ballet Russe on the three respective tours. Pavlova and Spessivtzeva had 
already brought pieces from Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes repertoire to Australia, but the de Basil 
companies managed to elevate audiences’ opinions of the gesamtkunstwerk-style approach to 
ballet performance through extended seasons and return visits to Australia’s major cities. Unlike 
tours headlined by Pavlova and Spessivtzeva, the Ballets Russes companies were not vehicles for 
a single ballerina star. Dance and opera scholar John Cargher describes how this company’s 
approach set it apart from previous tours: “[de Basil’s company] opened the door to magic of a 
kind never before seen in Australia. For the first time the emphasis was on the ballets and not the 
dancers” (qtd. in Sorley-Walker 199). This repertoire-based format was immediately successful 
and would become the model for Australian professional ballet companies in ensuing years. The 
Russian style became more firmly entrenched in Australian ballet classrooms as eager pre-
professional students would study to perform in these Australian Russes-esque companies.  
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 Dancers in the 1936 tour to Australia didn’t know what to expect performing in the land 
that they imagined to be populated by wallabies and little else. Their friends labeled them 
“kangarousskies,” a playful nickname that was doubly inaccurate: many of the de Basil dancers 
weren’t Russian nationals, and the dancers would spend more time with Australia’s adoring 
public than with its fauna. The dancers’ performances were greeted with full houses, warm 
hospitality, and adulation in the streets.20 The company spent several weeks or months in each 
city, providing time for the audience to become familiar with the dancers, and to become more 
discerning connoisseurs as a result. Influential British ballet critic Arnold Haskell accompanied 
the 1936 company. 21 Haskell’s articles for Australian newspapers during the tour honed the 
tastes of Australians’ increasingly sophisticated group of balletomanes (Sorley-Walker 201). As 
the audience for ballet in Australia multiplied, so too did conversations about the possibility for a 
professional Australian ballet company. 
 Throughout the years of the de Basil tours, a new public sentiment gradually emerged in 
favor of the creation of an Australian ballet group of the Russes style. The enthusiastic Australian 
ballet audiences, fostered through press coverage that provided a further education about de 
Basil’s company and the ballet vocabulary,22 were poised to support a permanent, local company. 
Reporters began referring to an Australian ballet tradition as a commonsense possibility, as one 
Melbourne writer did for The Argus on 21 June 1937: “There seems no reason to doubt the 
prediction that ballet could be self supporting in Australia” ("Fervent Admirers of Ballet" 7). The 
popular conception of ballet was shifting from that of an exotic form available for import into a 
cultural practice that might as well “belong” to Australians. As de Basil touted the second tour of 
his company in 1939 to the Australian press, one letter to the editor of The Argus on 20 
September proclaimed that Australia didn’t “want” the “Russian” ballet to return, especially in a 
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time of war, and suggested that local performances were sufficient for whetting the public’s 
desire for ballet: “Here in Melbourne there is ample material for a permanent ballet, as recent 
performances by various academies proved. It is time we gave work to our own girls and boys, 
and not to a pack of foreigners” (“Russian Ballet” 2). In response to this patriotic sentimentality, 
readers mounted a vigorous defense of the importance of de Basil’s tour on the following day. 
Was Australian ballet really ready to stand apart, or was it still, as another letter-writer 
maintained, “a rather weak imitation of Russian ballet” that required more time for refinement to 
reach a professional level (“Russian Ballet” 6)? These anxieties about Australian ballet’s 
prospects for professional performance reached a pitch when de Basil was rumored to declare 
that Australians might not be “suited” for ballet in the first place.23  These concerns were 
gradually addressed as years passed and more Australians studied ballet. Soon, the emergence of 
an Australian professional ballet company in the Russes style seemed inevitable. 
 Concomitantly with the growing audience support for a ballet tradition within Australia, 
the country’s population of ballet dancers was burgeoning. International syllabi were gaining 
popularity in dancing schools throughout the 1930s, and children were increasingly seeking 
ballet instruction as a recreational activity. Some pupils from schools of the preceding decades 
were demonstrating their fortitude and talent through success abroad,24 while others were 
seeking performance or teaching opportunities within Australia. Those dancers who chose to 
stay joined the immigrant population of dancers from the tours of Pavlova, Spessitseva, and de 
Basil’s groups. These dancers formed and disbanded small amateur companies throughout the 
1920s and 1930s; the most long-lived of which was The First Australian Ballet, founded in 1929, 
which continued performing into the 1950s. Mischa Burlakov, a Ukrainian folk dancer who had 
studied with Daphne Deane and been a supernumerary for Pavlova, co-founded the company 
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with Australian-trained Louise Lightfoot (Pask, Enter 135). The company’s derivative 
performances of Pavlova’s and Spessivtzeva’s repertoire and the relative inexperience of its 
founders meant that it probably lacked the refinement of the Ballets Russes performers and later 
professional groups. The group’s longevity nonetheless demonstrated that an audience for 
Australians performing ballet existed in Australian cities and towns.  
 The tumultuous European events of World War II served as robust incentive for de 
Basil’s dancers to settle in Australia in the 1940s, and the local dancing population 
correspondingly grew exponentially. These transplanted dancers, in addition to seeking work for 
themselves, prepared additional pupils for the stage. Among the many who stayed, a few were 
especially influential on Australian ballet classrooms. Xenia Borovansky developed a school and 
syllabus to supply her husband Edouard’s successful professional company with dancers of the 
“Russian” style. Kira Bousloff, who taught Cecchetti’s exercises, joined the illustrious teaching 
staff at the National Theatre before moving to Perth, where she established the Western 
Australian Ballet in 1952. Hélène Kirsova, a popular prima ballerina of the first de Basil tour, 
started the first fully professional ballet company of the Russes style in Australia (Potter, “A 
Strong Personality” 67). Kirsova’s company inspired students to undertake professional-level 
training. Australian Valrene Tweedie, another dancer with de Basil’s company, became a major 
Cecchetti pedagogue in the Melbourne area. All of these teachers passed the Ballets Russes style 
that they had inherited to the first generation of professional Australian ballet performers 
through their selection of students, teaching conventions and methodologies. These first full-
time Australian-trained professional ballet performers would dance for Hélène Kirsova and 
Edouard Borovansky in their Sydney and Melbourne companies, respectively. 
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2.4 Speed and Power: The Ballets Russes “Look” 
You were always in plié. You hardly every came up from plié . . . Leon Kellaway, who was a 
big exponent of this style of teaching, was always saying “Sit! Sit! Sit!” which meant plié. 
– Janet Karin  
Interview, 1 June 2011 
 
When Colonel de Basil’s company left Australia, its aesthetic remained in the form of Australia’s 
first two professional ballet companies, which were both established by former de Basil dancers. 
Hélène Kirsova established her Kirsova Ballet Company in Sydney in 1941. Edouard 
Borovansky’s Borovansky Ballet Company was professionalized in Melbourne shortly thereafter. 
Kirsova’s company folded abruptly in 1944, while Borovansky’s troupe would survive until his 
death in 1959, protected from financial hardship by the J.C. Williamson Company’s patronage. 
Both Kirsova and Borovansky would provide employment opportunities for Australian dancers 
in the eclectic, entertaining, exotic style of the de Basil company.  
Janet Karin, Kinetic Educator at The Australian Ballet School, summarized the 
movement priorities of the Russian touring companies from the 1920s and ‘30s in this way: “[de 
Basil’s dancers] moved very fast, they had excellent ballon,25 they turned very fast, even though 
very inaccurate. Adage was not a main thing, and in pas de deux their lines were short [ . . . ] so 
you can see that they’re power dancers, and the emphasis is on fast virtuosity” (1 June). For 
these dancers, kinetic power was more important than length, and speed was more important 
than a moment’s “line.” When Karin describes the turning style as quick but “inaccurate,” she 
means that a stop-motion capture of the turns – starting, finishing, the actual position while 
turning - would not fit the classical rules that prescribe an “ideal” ballet shape today. The turn’s 
imprecision, speed, and bravura style would imbue the movement with a striking whirlwind 
quality. The extreme speed and high jumps of dancers of this era can be verified in countless 
films of the de Basil and Sergei Denham Russes companies. 
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 Karin recalls influential Melbourne teacher Laurel Martyn’s pedagogy, pointing out that 
Martyn’s small body and approach to movement made her typical of the Russes style: “Laurel 
didn’t believe in purity of technique [ . . . ] it just wasn’t interesting to her. Movement interested 
her a lot [ . . . ] but not precision or placement” (25 May). To Martyn, dance was successful in 
the impression left by a kinesthetic experience rather than in an excerpted pose from a single 
moment of the performance. Martyn believed in the “freedom of the body” (25 May). This 
“freedom of the body” translated into a sense of abandon in movement. Such abandon was 
especially powerful in dancers’ performances of dramatic, passionate, virile roles in Russes style 
repertoire. 
In order to train dancers who had these kinds of movement priorities, dance teachers 
had to work in a way that emphasized the quick, powerful achievement of a task rather than 
focusing on how something was done. Often, each ballet step was introduced to students as a 
complete unit rather than being introduced as a set of component parts. Cecchetti Examiner 
Athol Willoughby O.A.M. provides the example of the Cecchetti method’s pedagogical 
approach to rond de jambe à terre26: “[in the 1950s] right up from Grade 2 as far as the syllabus 
was concerned, we were doing continuous rond de jambe à terre [ . . . ] It wasn’t all broken down” 
(27 May). Willoughby would start to experiment with a more compartmentalized approach to 
the step in his teaching in the mid-1950s. The rond de jambe example, small as it is, indicates the 
importance of the totality of a movement during this era. A rond de jambe was a complete 
movement. A student who wanted to improve her rond de jambe should simply do more of them, 
perhaps thinking about different things all along the way, but always doing the entire movement.  
Karin remembers that the classwork had a greater proportion of time spent working in 
plié27 throughout the class. When the legs were stretched, they were rarely overstretched 
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(hyperextended,) contributing to the compact, ready-to-move use of the body: “certainly the 
backs of the knees aren’t elongated, so they’re not hyperextended, or if they were they’re not 
dancing hyperextended, they’re not even dancing what we call stretched, straight” (1 June).  The 
musculature of young female dancers might have been further accentuated by the difficulty that 
lay in acquiring new pointe shoes during the ‘30s and ‘40s.  Karin recalls that many dancers were 
forced to re-use shoes even after they had lost all structural integrity (1 June). This may have 
lead to a more forceful effort in pointework and a corresponding need for leg muscles that 
allowed for a quick jolt of effort onto the shoes, rather than the smoother, controlled effort that 
later pointe shoe technology would allow.   
The fashionable “look” for ballet dancers at this time mirrored these movement 
priorities. Dancers were short and compact. Women often had pretty, round faces and round 
bodies with well- developed leg muscles. Karin recalls recognizing the dancers from de Basil’s 
company from the shape of their calves, which were “low-slung” on dancers’ legs  (1 June). Men, 
also small and compact, were powerfully and widely built. Both men and women had strong legs 
that appeared short and swift. The center of gravity appeared relatively low (when compared 
with later dancers,) which would assist with rapid weight transfers. When Edouard Borovansky 
died in 1959, this type of body and the associated movement priorities would quickly be 
replaced by a new, elongated “English” style with a higher center of gravity. 28  
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2.5  British Elegance: Ballet Rambert (1947 – 1949) 
Ballet Rambert was different. It was an English company and as such presented Australian 
audiences with a very different repertoire from what they were used to [ . . . ] The Ballet 
Rambert tour to Australia, and its importance, has received little recognition in Australia, 
having been eclipsed by the attention given to the glamorous and well-documented Ballets 
Russes tours of 1936-1940. 
– Michelle Potter  
National Library of Australia News, December 2002 
 
London’s Ballet Rambert brought the new “English” style to Australia during its 1947-1949 tour. 
In the seven years since the last de Basil tour, British ballet had flourished in spite of the Second 
World War, becoming what American ballet historian Jennifer Homans calls “a national art, a 
jewel in the (shrinking) British crown” (428). Australians had seen British dancers before World 
War II; de Basil’s company included dancers representing a wide range of nationalities. Colonel 
de Basil even named his 1939 company “The Covent Garden Russian Ballet.” This name seems 
to suggest that the company, although decisively Russian, “belonged” within an English setting. 
To further the Russian mystique de Basil’s dancers on the Covent Garden tour, no matter what 
their nationality, performed with Russe-ified names.29  
Australian audiences experienced something new with Ballet Rambert. Marie Rambert’s 
company presented English dancers, performing as themselves, within the framework of a new, 
streamlined, academic approach to the ballet vocabulary. Ballet Rambert was “English” not only 
because of its British constituency, but also because of its repertoire, its forthright 
acknowledgment of its “Britishness,” and – most pertinently to this study – its utilization of a 
more reserved approach to movement and a regimented, line-based approach to training. The 
company’s performance and training aesthetics would soon gain widespread popularity on 
Australian stages and in ballet classrooms.   
52 
Ballet Rambert arrived in Melbourne in the aftermath of World War II. The war had 
made touring to Australia difficult for international companies. In October 1947, Marie Rambert 
was bringing valuable new information to Australians about how ballet had continued to 
develop among the British during the war.30 In addition to presenting some standard Petipa and 
Ballets Russes fare, the company otherwise focused its attention on repertoire by British 
choreographers such as Antony Tudor, Frederick Ashton, Andrée Howard, Ninette de Valois, 
and Walter Gore (Pask, Ballet 44). As with tours by previous companies, Australian dancers 
were employed to supplement the company’s ranks (Hutton 10). The tour ended in May 1949, 
but its legacy would endure through a group of four dancers who stayed behind to contribute to 
the development of a national Australian company. 
Brenda Hamlyn, Rex Reid, Joyce Graeme, and Margaret Scott settled in Melbourne to 
help found the newly professional National Theatre Ballet in 1949. 31 Joyce Graeme served as the 
company’s director, with de Basil dancer Leon Kellaway as Ballet Master, and Hamlyn, Reid, and 
Scott as principal dancers (Pask, Ballet 46). After the National Theatre’s gradual demise in the 
mid 1950s, Reid and Graeme became major teachers and choreographers in Australia, and Scott 
became arguably the most influential pedagogue in the country when she was appointed to the 
founding directorship of The Australian Ballet School. Rambert dancers Walter Gore and Paula 
Hinton returned to Australia in 1954 to establish the Australian Theatre Ballet – yet another 
attempt at a national Australian company. Like the National Theatre, the Australian Theatre 
Ballet presented its British stars in the company of Australian talent.32 Both companies offered a 
range of work that included British, Ballets Russes, Petipa, and Romantic repertoire.  
Australian ballet’s ties to British ballet would grow stronger over time, further 
entrenched in classrooms by the London-based Royal Academy of Dance (RAD) training 
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syllabus. The syllabus, a strictly examined year-by-year system with international oversight, 
aimed to ensure a consistency in training throughout the Commonwealth. The Imperial Society 
of Teachers of Dancing’s Cecchetti syllabus, having been translated from its Italian founder and 
reorganized by British dancers, would continue to present the Russes style of dancing, but from 
a British perspective.33 These syllabi presented a “regimented” approach to ballet that Laurel 
Martyn felt was unfairly suppressing the development of the Australian style. Martyn described 
her concerns in her 1989 oral history for the National Library of Australia:   
[T]his is why I don’t like what’s happened to Australian dancers, in the fact that 
they have [ . . . ] through circumstances, and through influences, become sort of 
[ . . . ]clones, not quite clones [of the British]. They’re not prepared to stand on 
their own individuality, and their own spirit. And that’s what they’ve got, and 
that was what, really, was so very valuable, their spirit, their way of looking at 
things [ . . . ] It can’t be the same as the English, we’ve got a different climate [ . . 
. ] we think differently. So we must dance differently. But no, we’ve been pushed 
into a mold. (34) 
The supremacy of the British style in Australian ballet was confirmed with the appointment of 
Peggy van Praagh as the founding director of the first federally sponsored national company, 
The Australian Ballet. In choosing van Praagh as Borovansky’s successor upon his unexpected 
death in 1959, the J.C. Williamson Company was effectively “defecting” from the Russian to the 
English style of ballet. The powerful J.C. Williamson Company must have seen that the days of 
the Russes spectacle were ending, soon to be replaced by a preference for the more restrained, 
streamlined British approach to movement.34 In considering how to further its Australian ballet 
prospects after Borovansky’s departure, J.C. Williamson is rumored to have approached Royal 
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Ballet director Ninette de Valois about who might be a suitable replacement (McKechnie 7 
June). De Valois suggested Peggy van Praagh, and so The Australian Ballet would be formed 
with a new approach to movement that was cooler, calmer, and had a greater emphasis on the 
placement of the body’s parts, rather than the kinetic power of the body as a whole. The “look” 
of the midcentury British dancer, popular at The Australian Ballet Company, would also 
dominate private ballet classrooms throughout mid-century Australia. 
2.6  A New Emphasis on Form: The British “Look” 
[The Ballet Rambert]’s diversions are graceful, and they have a marked sense of form. They 
do not assail the audience with sheer [vigor] or with acrobatic technical tricks. 
– Geoffrey Hutton  
The Argus, 25 October 1947 
 
Australian dance historian Edward Pask describes Australian perceptions of the Ballet Rambert’s 
style: “For audiences in Australia who had been brought up on a steady balletic diet of Petipa 
and Ballet-Russe, the first impression was one of a gentle, almost sober company by comparison 
wit the boisterous Russians and Poles35 who had toured here in the previous two decades” (Pask, 
Ballet 34). Certainly, Antony Tudor’s somber, psychological ballets must have seemed to be a 
radical departure after so many variations on the themes of Schéherazade and Les Sylphides. The 
new approach to movement was less aggressive, without the emphasis on whirlwind turns and 
spectacular jumps. This was a new, post-war approach to ballet that sought to please and 
challenge audiences without necessarily exciting them. To Australians, who had spent seven 
years detached from the rest of the ballet world, the change must have seemed disconcertingly 
abrupt.   
The Australian press coverage of Ballet Rambert performances provides a glimpse into 
the reception that the company received. Attending a ballet performance had become an 
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increasingly high society affair, as demonstrated by society pages during Rambert’s tours. Entire 
columns in newspapers were devoted to who had attended the previous night’s ballet and what 
sort of clothing they had worn.36 This sort of coverage was more prolific than the critical analysis 
of the company’s offering; apparently appearing to be a balletomane had gained importance 
since the Ballets Russes tours.  
Among the multitude of furs and fine hats sat the critical balletomane elite, fostered in 
previous decades, now enjoying the opportunity for careful analysis of what Ballet Rambert 
presented. For this small group, Ballet Rambert’s offerings were a precious glimpse into what 
had been happening in London since the outbreak of war. The responses of these balletomane 
reviewers provide us with evidence of how Russes-style perspectives interpreted the “English” 
look. The Argus reviewer Geoffrey Hutton, writing just after Ballet Rambert had arrived in 
Melbourne in 1947, provides one of the most evocative responses to the new aesthetic: “[The 
Ballet Rambert’s humor] is a gentle burlesque, and innocent and slightly informal, without 
heavily underlined climaxes. Its diversions are graceful, and they have a marked sense of form. 
They do not assail the audience with sheer [vigor] or with acrobatic technical tricks” (10). 
Other reviewers weren’t as kind, attributing the company’s gentler style to a deficiency in 
mastery of the Russes style. One 12 April 1948 Sydney Morning Herald reviewer notes that, 
despite this lack of perceived technical prowess, the dancers had remarkable acting skills: “These 
English dancers, whatever their shortcomings in classical Russian ballet, are outstanding in 
character dancing” (“Tragic Story Acted in New Ballet” 4). 
The English performance style reflected shifting priorities in the ballet classroom. The 
goals of the RAD teachers were to build dancers who had a streamlined look and an approach to 
technique that emphasized the maintenance of ninety-degree angles within the torso’s 
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alignment. This “squaring off” of the hips and shoulders created a stable, calm sense of control. 
In order to achieve this aesthetic, teachers had to pay attention to the body’s constituent parts. 
In the new English-style ballet classroom, poise trumped power. Epitomizing these new 
priorities was Audrey De Vos, a celebrated experimental post-war British pedagogue who taught 
from an extensive anatomical knowledge. In his 2003 article on De Vos for The International 
Encyclopedia of Dance, dance archivist David Vaughan describes the influential pedagogue’s 
approach as “[working] from a central focal point, with careful attention to the strength of the 
spine and the equal distribution of weight through the hips and the body [ . . . ] preventing the 
building up of unnecessary muscles.” Janet Karin remembers that De Vos was famous for having 
“remade” dancer Beryl Grey’s alignment so that Grey could “stand en pointe and [drink] a cup of 
tea in attitude” (25 May). Many early Australian teachers of this style were no doubt influenced 
by De Vos’s ideas, or by pedagogues of a related lineage, either directly or indirectly. Australian 
ballerina Marilyn Jones summarizes the English style of ballet as being subdued, exacting, and 
restrained (16 June).  
From the tranquil center, the legs stretched fully, and the arms moved within a precise 
geometric form. The compact, whirling Russes-era bodies had been replaced by a new extended 
serenity. Janet Karin remembers immediately noticing the difference in the “look” of these RAD-
trained performers:  
Now, when [Margaret Scott] brought her students to work with ours, I could 
see a vast difference because Maggie was very much on that kind of RAD line, 
and whereas our knees weren’t straight, their knees were straight. They worked 
very differently. They didn’t have the power that we had, but they had better line 
and so on [ . . . ] so, the main thing I noticed was, apart from the leanness of the 
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muscles, was the higher center of gravity. And I was really conscious that that 
was very different. And I also [think] that it was to do with the length of the back 
of the leg. (1 June) 
This new lengthening of the legs was exaggerated by a fashion for taller dancers; Karin is a tall, 
long-limbed woman. She recalls being one of the tallest women in Borovansky’s company, but 
within “a few years” after The Australian Ballet’s formation, her long look became more typical 
(1 June). This trend was cemented with The Australian Ballet’s first classical star, Australian 
Marilyn Jones. According to Karin, Jones “had this exquisite long physique with all that length of 
muscles and the higher center of gravity” (1 June), whose physique was exaggerated through her 
training in the RAD style in Australia, followed by final training at London’s The Royal Ballet 
School and performances with the Royal Ballet before returning to Australia. 37 When I asked 
Marilyn Jones about how she remembers being perceived as a dancer by other Australians, she 
answered succinctly: “classical” (16 June). While other dancers might be assigned to 
contemporary ballets, Jones was always awarded roles in classical works. Her technical prowess, 
long body, and English-influenced style represented the new classical Ideal for Australians of the 
1960s. 
The English style of training, like that of the Russes-era dancers, had a distinct effect on 
the muscular development of its adherents. Calves and thighs of the English-style dancers, in 
particular, seem to be longer than those of the more compact and powerful Russes dancers. In 
comparing photos from each era, it is clear that the fashionable look of ballerinas, like that of 
models, had changed dramatically by the 1960s. Australian ballerinas’ bodies had become more 
lithe. Their emphasis on line had lead to a sense of energetically filling up space while 
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maintaining control of the torso that had been relatively unimportant to the previous generation 
of performers.  
Marilyn Jones notes that the Englishness of the Australian Ballet Company was further 
developed through the repertoire that Artistic Director Peggy van Praagh imported from 
London. British choreography of the ‘40s and ‘50s shifted away from the Ballets Russes’ 
spectacular exotic eroticism and toward the gentle humor of Sir Frederick Ashton and the 
moody psychological dramas of Antony Tudor. These choreographers were processing various 
socio-political events in their work, including the re-building of London, changing perceptions 
of women’s bodies, the introspection of the Modern Dance movement in the U.S. and the 
German Expressionist Ausdrucktanz. 
Dame Margaret Scott, along with several other interviewees, spoke of the aesthetic 
priorities of the earlier Russes style era as representative of an imperfect pedagogy, suggesting 
that ballet teachers of the Russes era didn’t have the somatic information available to them to 
teach a “higher” standard of technique (24 June). This view is based on a belief in the 
transcendence of the balletic Ideal; in such a model, ballet training is evolving over time to more 
closely adhere to this True, unchanging archetype. It would follow logically from this view that, 
as ballet training evolved, ballet teachers of an older period would recognize and embrace new 
findings in ballet pedagogy that allowed for a closer approximation of the Ideal. For Russes style 
teachers, the anatomical findings of British teachers that supported a greater stability through 
alignment should have been welcomed as an important step toward perfection. This was not 
always the case. Influenced by the emphasis on anatomy of her colleague Valerie Grieg, Karin 
started to teach students a new awareness of the alignment of the pelvis at Martyn’s school. 
Martyn’s response was to ridicule Karin’s approach to Karin’s students. 38 “She’d say to the kids, 
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‘Oh, Ms. Karin with her square hips’ [ . . . ] because it threatened what she felt about the freedom 
of the body” (25 May). This anecdote leads credence to my finding that the Russes style was 
representative of specific aesthetic priorities and technical goals, it was not simply an imperfect 
approach to approximating the same Ideal as the later British pedagogues; similarly, the British 
rejection of the Russes style was representative of new aesthetic priorities, not of a “better” 
approximation of an unchanging Ideal.39  
2.7  Elongation and Spirals: Mid-Century Soviet Ballet and Agrippina Vaganova 
Plisetskaya, who is the Bolshoi's premier ballerina, has the most wonderfully long expressive 
arms. And she made them move – well, really she made them seem to flutter – so that 
momentarily it did seem that a real swan was before us. Sadly her performance was over 
almost before it had begun but she certainly left the audience wanting more. 
– Lana Wells 
The Australian Women’s Weekly, 26 July1976 
 
As the twentieth century progressed, the extreme square-ness of British-style poise lost favor in 
many Australian ballet classrooms. The exuberance and sense of abandon of the Bolshoi and 
other visiting Soviet ballet companies provided a new model for the famously athletic Australian 
dancers. 40  While the earlier Russes style had been rejected as imprecise in favor of the more 
reserved British sensibility, the Bolshoi’s tours provided a model for technical facility coupled 
with big, exciting, dramatic movement. The Vaganova system, brought to Australia through the 
increasingly active cultural exchange between Australia, Russia, and Western Europe, presented 
a deeply inventive, expansive, logical pedagogical approach to movement that was quickly 
explored and modified to suit Australian students.41   
The Australian Ballet School, under the direction of Margaret Scott, encouraged this 
gradually dawning consciousness of Soviet Russian training practices within Australian ballet 
classrooms. Throughout the First World War, ballet pedagogue Agrippina Vaganova had been 
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developing a new 8-year course for full-time vocational ballet study. Vaganova’s methods were 
written down, adopted throughout the Soviet Union, and formally taught to other teachers 
beginning in 1934 (Pawlick 71).  In the 1950s, the system’s potential as a cultivator of technical 
virtuosity reached Australia through various films featuring Galina Ulanova and the Bolshoi 
Ballet. Ulanova was one of Vaganova’s star pupils so her arrival in Australia in the ‘50s, even via 
the silver screen, served as a testament to the results of Vaganova’s pedagogical approach. 
Beginning in 1962, Eric and Edna Edgley, owners of a successful Australian presenting 
organization, brought a steady trickle of Russian companies Down Under. In the 1960s, Russian 
dancers and teachers were finding a place in Australian classrooms and on Australian stages, 
many of their visits sponsored by The Australian Ballet School and Company. Rudolph Nureyev 
arrived for the first of many residencies with The Australian Ballet in 1962 (Pask, Ballet 116), 
Vaganova-style pedagogue Vera Volkova arrived as a guest teacher at The Australian Ballet 
School in 1969 (Pask, Ballet 153), and Vaganova pedagogue Jurgen Schneider followed in 1973 
(Martyn, “Report”).  
The Vaganova influence was formalized within the RAD in the 1980s. John Byrne, then 
an examiner and teacher for the RAD, noticed a significant shift in the use of the upper body 
with the new 1980s curriculum. “That syllabus certainly broke away from the traditional RAD 
syllabus up to that time [ . . . ] they were trying very hard to encourage the openness up here 
[indicates shoulders and chest]” and the amount of turn allowed in the body during épaulement 
was increased as well (23 June). Byrne was impressed with these changes, and when he later 
became RAD’s artistic director, he continued to emphasize them.  
 The Australian Ballet School has embraced the Vaganova method since the 1960s. 
Founding TABS Director Dame Margaret Scott recalls arranging visits by internationally 
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renowned Vaganova teachers Eugene Valukin, Asaf Messerer, and Jurgen Schneider during her 
leadership tenure. Today, the School’s eight-year syllabus is based on Vaganova’s eight-year 
approach. The current teaching staff includes three Russian teachers trained at the Vaganova 
Choreographic Institute, in addition to an otherwise primarily Australian faculty. 42  
Vaganova’s methods influenced the “look” of Australian dancers most notably through a 
new attention to strength, vitality, and an emphasis on elongation through spirals throughout 
body’s joints. The carefully maintained untwisted spine with squared-off shoulders and hips of 
the English style began to look closed and static next to the newly mobile thoracic and cervical 
spine of Vaganova-trained students. An Australian performance tendency toward fearlessness 
and athleticism was enhanced by the strength and helixes of a Vaganova-trained spine and limbs. 
Australian dancers’ fame as expansive movers has undoubtedly been enhanced by their masterful 
adoption of Vaganova’s ideas.  
The stylistic “accent” that I saw in my 2011 observation of Australian Ballet School 
students included inherited trace elements of their foremothers’ and forefathers’ Vaudeville, 
Russes, English, and Vaganova ideas about movement. These ideas have emerged through the 
distinctively shaping factors of distance and isolation on the duration and reception of touring 
ballet performers and teachers. For students of ballet in Australia today, these ideas probably 
seem like an unnecessarily complex distraction from the realities of the physical exertion of their 
classwork. Although 21st century students might not recognize the importance of their place in 
the history that I have presented here, their dancing bodies are helping to write the next chapter 
of Australian ballet’s constantly shifting aesthetic lineage. 
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1 Mid-twentieth century Australian ballet tours tended to be unlike the famous American 
“whistle-stop” tours in this regard. In American “whistle-stop” tours, companies would perform a 
single show in a town before moving on. In Australia, companies would stay in residency in a 
single town for weeks or months at a time. 
2 Writing in 1958, Australian theorist A.A. Phillips terms this tendency toward cultural self-
effacement “cultural cringe.” 
3 The imprint that a teacher has on a student’s approach to movement is, of course, directly 
related to the amount of time that the teacher/student relationship endures. The teacher who 
works directly with a student for the majority of the pupil’s formative years will, necessarily, 
leave the biggest imprint. 
4 I encountered this nickname for Russes style touring dancers of the 1930s and 40s in Jean 
Garling’s 1950 Australian Notes on the Ballet. Garling claims that friends of dancers in Colonel de 
Basil’s 1936 tour came up with the “kangaroussky” term, which I adopt here to describe all tours 
of the Russes style that came to Australia. I further explore the name’s implications on page 45. 
5 The Argus is a major newspaper in Melbourne, Australia. 
6 Edward Pask discusses the few Australian dance performances that did predate the gold rush in 
his 1979 Enter the Colonies Dancing.  
7 Even Strebinger’s Giselle was presented on the same bill as a three-act opera, so the ballet only 
began after many hours of performance; an unfortunate positioning that Pask cites as a probable 
reason for its poor reception. 
8 The most famous of Montes’ exploits occurred during a performance series in the gold rush 
town of Ballarat, Victoria. A critic, Henry Seekamp, had written an unfavorable description of 
Montes, in the Ballarat Times. Montes confronted Seekamp with a horsewhip in a bar at The 
United States Hotel in Ballarat (Cannon). 
9 Garling puts the establishment of this company at 1897, but Pask claims that the company 
started in 1893. Archival newspaper research reveals that 1893 did see the first “Australian-
conceived” full-length ballet, Turquoisette. Whether these dance troupes were one and the same 
is unclear. 
10 These “Russian” dancers were Russian national Mlle Catherine Bartho, who trained with 
Cecchetti and at the Imperial school in Moscow, and the Italian Signorina Enrichetta D’Argo 
(Pask 1979 86). 
11 A 23 May 1899 Melbournian advertisement in The Argus for the Williamson Company’s Ali 
Baba and the Forty Thieves indicates that Brenan was already “arranging” dances for the 
Williamson Company at that time (“Advertising” 8). The first advertisement that I can find for 
Brenan’s teaching dates to 21 June 1902 in Melbourne’s The Argus (“Advertising” 16). 
12 Brenan’s school was situated on Collins Street, so this description of a popular, stylish school 
is likely referring to hers, although it does not name her directly. If this description refers to some 
other school, it is still a compelling description of the classical ballet classroom of the era, and a 
useful point of comparison to teaching methods of the ensuing decades. 
13 Dumb Crambo is a parlor guessing-game, much like charades. “Crambo” refers to a rhyming 
game, and “Dumb” to the pantomime aspect of the game. In the game’s contemporary rules, one 
team chooses a mystery word to be guessed and gives the other team a word that rhymes with 
the mystery word. The guessing team must pantomime their guess. 
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14 Ballet teachers of this era were overwhelmingly female. The reasons for this bias deserve 
careful study. I would propose that potential contributing factors include: a new consciousness 
of female wellness through the Physical Culture movement; the Australian perception of ballet 
as effeminate; the social acceptance of dance instruction as a seemly way for single women to 
earn an income; and the relative gender-segregation of employment in Australia at this time 
generally. 
15 Haythorne’s popular “tap dancing on roller skates” act certainly fits into Pask’s description of 
the Vaudeville aesthetic to “shock or amaze” mentioned above.  
16 Bis is short for bisou, which means “kiss” in French. The Examiner reporter is probably 
referring to the Russian francophiliac audience’s adulatory exclamations for its ballet stars. To 
the novice ballet watcher, the reporter seems to be saying, one ballet movement looks identical 
to the next, and the connoisseurs’ admiration for certain dancers would be confounding. 
17 Pask calls Weston, who arrived in 1927, “the first teacher of what is today the Royal Academy 
of Dancing” in Melbourne. Linley Wilson, who studied with RAD founder Edouard Espinosa, 
actually predated Weston by founding her school in Melbourne in 1926 (Watkins et al 1996).  
18 Algeranoff was a stage name – the dancer was christened Harcourt Algernon Leighton Essex 
(“Algeranoff” Australia Dancing). 
19 Algeranoff’s many travels to Australia included Pavlova’s 1929 group, Spessivtzeva’s company, 
and de Basil’s 1939-1940 tour (“Algeranoff” Australia Dancing). 
20 Colonel De Basil historian Sorley-Walker says “In Brisbane, in contrast to the other Australian 
cities, audience reaction was cool…” (203).  Audiences in Adelaide, Melbourne, and Sydney 
had a more favorable response. 
21 Haskell’s Waltzing Matilda (1943) describes Haskell’s experiences on this tour in colorful 
detail. 
22 See The Sydney Morning Herald’s “Come Back-stage with the Ballet: Shoes and Tutus: Dance 
Routines to a Tinkling Piano” 2 January 1940 and The Argus’s “Become Ballet ‘Expert’ in One 
Simple Lesson” 12 March 1940 for two particularly charming examples of this kind of 
informative reporting by Australian press. 
23 See 4.2 for an argument that this “suitability” argument is a manifestation of cultural cringe. 
24 Robert Helpmann, Dorothy Stevenson, Laurel Martyn, and Valrene Tweedie, all Australian by 
birth, would find great success with touring companies and in London. They would all return as 
contributing members of the Australian ballet tradition.  
25 Ballon is a ballet term for elevation in jumps. 
26 In a rond de jambe à terre, also called rond de jambe pas terre, an extended non-weight bearing 
foot circles on the floor from the front of the body to the back, or from the back to the front. 
27 Plié refers to the action of bending a weight-bearing leg. 
28 Janet Karin estimates that the stylistic change in favor of the “English” aesthetic occurred in 
the first ten years after Edouard Borovansky’s death. 
29 For example, Australian Valrene Tweedie performed as “Irina Lavrova” for all tours, including 
the Australian trips (“Tweedie, Valrene” Australia Dancing). 
30 Australian ballet had developed during this time as well: Hélène Kirsova’s professional 
company had been formed and disbanded; Edouard Borovansky’s professional company was 
still performing successfully throughout the company; and schools throughout the country had 
adopted the RAD and Cecchetti syllabi. 
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31 The National Theatre Company was the brainchild of Jean Alexander, who wasn’t herself an 
expert on ballet, but who had employed Cecchetti expert Lucie Saronova as National Theatre 
School’s main teacher (Willoughby 27 May). 
32 One of the performers in Gore’s company was Robin Haig, who is a reader for this thesis. 
Haig’s performances for the Australian Theatre Ballet received great acclaim (Pask, Ballet 58). 
33 Although Cecchetti’s syllabus is often attributed to be “Italian” or “Russian” in style because of 
Maestro Cecchetti’s personal history, the codification and franchising of his syllabus would 
happen in London, with additional British influences, such as Margaret Craske, increasingly 
important over time. Today, I find the Cecchetti grades to be presented and practiced in a 
British style that is not unlike that of the RAD, although the movement priorities are markedly 
different.  
34 The political tensions between Russia and the West might have factored into the Williamson’s 
choice as well, although confirmation of this speculation requires additional investigation to 
confirm.  
35 Pask is probably referring here to the Polish-Australian Ballet, which was started in 1939 by a 
group of Polish dancers who stayed in Australia after de Basil’s Covent Garden Russian Ballet 
tour. The company continued to perform in various manifestations until 1955.  
36 One particularly descriptive paragraph from The Argus’ 18 October 1947 coverage of 
Rambert’s opening in Melbourne begins “Keen balletomanes not missing a beat were Dr. 
Ringland Anderson and Mr. and Mrs. Daryl Lindsay, she with a peacock blue jacket over her 
floral satin frock” (“Brilliant First Night of Ballet Rambert” 10).  
37 Jones attended the Royal Ballet School on an Australia Women’s Weekly scholarship; an award 
which has since been renamed the McDonald’s Scholarship for the City of Sydney Eisteddfod. I 
had the privilege of attending the 2011 finals of the competition at the Sydney Opera House. 
38 Later, Martyn’s ideas would change drastically in favor of a somatic awareness when she 
created her Laurel Martyn Dance System in the late 1970s and 1980s. 
39 The mutability of the balletic Ideal can be seen clearly when examining the images that are 
included in various famous ballet pedagogy treatises. When placed side by side, these treatises 
show a dynamic range of depictions of the balletic Ideal. Consider: Carlo Blasis’ 1820 An 
elementary treatise upon the theory and practice of the art of dancing; Grammar of the Art of Dancing 
by Friedrich Albert Zorn, first published in Germany in 1887; Cyril W. Beaumont and Stanislas 
Idzikowski’s The Cecchetti Method of Classical Ballet from 1922; and Gretchen Ward Warren’s 
1989 Classical Ballet Technique  
40 Australian dancers today continue to be famous for their athleticism and expansive use of 
space. I deconstruct this legendary space-consumption in 5.3. 
41 The Australian Ballet School, Christine Walsh’s school, the Laurel Martyn Dance System, 
Cecchetti Ballet Australia, and the RAD syllabus have all been impacted by Vaganova’s 
innovations.  
42 Chinese-trained teachers Xiuyun Tang and Jiahong Wang complete the faculty. Given 
Australian ballet’s historical reliance on the Western Hemisphere for the establishment of 
standards, it is notable that today’s The Australian Ballet School’s staff is entirely representative 
of countries of the Eastern Hemisphere. 
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3 LOCATING AUTHORITY, NEGOTIATING DISTANCE: PEDAGOGICAL METHODOLOGIES OF 
STANDARDIZATION, EXAMINATION, AND COMPARISON 
[A ballet teacher is] a skillful gardener [ . . . ] He must take a young sapling which he will 
easily train to take whatever shape he desires [ . . . ] time, in strengthening its boughs, will fix 
them in the direction planned by the master’s hand, and each of them will remain for ever in 
the position designed by art. (117) 
– Jean-Georges Noverre 
Letters on Dancing and Ballets, 1803 
 
Formal juried assessments are a ubiquitous convention in Australian ballet pedagogy. In a typical 
assessment, students prepare a memorized class that is observed and scored by their teacher, 
school director, or a visiting judge. While a few notable schools design and administer their own 
systems of training, most private ballet schools in Australia assess their students through 
collections of exercises from international or national syllabi. These standardized, widely 
recognized examinations provide means for ballet teachers, students, and parents to establish 
and advertise the legitimacy of their classroom work. The Australian preference for reliance on 
verification and validation from an external governing body has operated as a pedagogical 
response to the real and perceived distance and isolation of ballet schools from one another and 
from the antipodean British and Western European dance communities.  
During the mid-twentieth century Interbellum period, popular touring ballet companies 
and the British press coverage that heralded them inspired Australians to adopt a rigorous study 
of ballet. In those early Australian ballet classrooms, the utilization of a British syllabus had 
definite advantages for teachers, students, and parents. Teachers who had credentials from an 
international organizing body demonstrated the validity of their methods through examination 
results. For teachers of ballet who had not danced professionally, the internationally recognized 
syllabi provided direction to their teaching; several of my interviewees discussed the country 
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town prevalence of teachers who traveled to a larger metropolitan area to “study up” on the next 
level of a syllabus before returning to teach their students.1 The syllabus allowed teachers to offer 
a recognized teaching product, to receive feedback on their teaching, and to advertise favorable 
examination passing rates to potential students. Students receiving a high mark on assessment 
material considered their success a verification of the “correctness” of their training. The high 
mark further demonstrated the student’s vocational viability when she (or, rarely, he) might 
otherwise be isolated from other talented students. Parents tracking their child’s progress were 
assured that they were paying for a legitimate course of study.  Examiners served as arbiters of 
aesthetic and technical standards. The examiner, traveling every year or two, brought a British 
perspective and correction to students’ habits in large cities and small country towns. These 
many advantages inspired early Australian ballet instructors to enthusiastically adopt 
international syllabi for inclusion in their classrooms. In contemporary Australia, similar logic is 
employed to justify the perpetual popularity of these methods. 
Although standardized syllabi are not mandated inclusions in Australian dance 
classrooms, the popularity of the syllabi among students makes instructors’ participation a 
foregone conclusion for many schools. Kylie Hunter, who is one of the few teachers who doesn’t 
provide these examinations, says that parents’ reaction to a non-examination-based school is one 
of worry for its training pedigree. “There is also this sort of general expectation that you must 
have your examinations in order to go on” (22 July). This preference for formally examining 
dancers is philosophically grounded in a belief that the authoritative ballet aesthetic and the 
authoritative pedagogical method exist and are held in trust Elsewhere; experts either reside 
Elsewhere, or, if they reside locally, their competence must be regularly confirmed by a non-local 
expert. The “tyranny of distance” can be softened through a single extended trip by an examiner; 
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country towns need not finance a guest teacher’s travel alone, as schools throughout Australia 
share the cost.2 Through their fees paid to the examining organization, each student contributes 
to the expenses associated with the examiner’s travels. Today, the international syllabi that were 
first adopted during the Interbellum years have become customary in private ballet classrooms 
as a means of standardizing training and comparing Australian students.  
The distinctive aspect of the examination philosophy is not its aesthetic idealism, but 
rather its long-term reliance on a non-local jurisdiction of this idealism. Ballet training, like many 
other ethnic Western European classical art forms, is grounded in the relentless pursuit of a 
Platonic archetypal Ideal, a Truer, more perfect version of reality (Plato Book VII). Ballet is 
aesthetically based on the pursuit of such an abstract Ideal that seeks to embody Beauty and 
Truth. These lofty notions transcend the reality of a dancer’s bones, muscles, and tendons. In 
their daily physical work, ballet students seek to become so physically proficient that they might 
surpass proficiency, thereby gaining access to the Truths of the form.3 In his influential Letters on 
Dancing and Ballets of 1803, ballet choreographer, pedagogue, and theorist Jean-Georges 
Noverre exemplified this idealistic pursuit when he likened the ballet teacher’s transformative 
work on a student’s body and movement to that of gardener for whom “Art” is the designer of 
the Ideal; the teacher is the artisan who works to craft the student into the Ideal’s likeness.  
The balletic Ideal has had certain persistent attributes over time and across cultures, 
such as a belief in the nobility of the outwardly rotated thigh and the harmonic coordination of 
the body’s intention and movement. Other aesthetic aspects of the Ideal have been re-imagined 
to suit contemporary taste.4  These aesthetic changes have often involved a relocation of control 
of the balletic archetypes. For 16th century court dancers in Western Europe, the nobility’s 
version of folk dancers were judged to be aesthetically superior to the lower-class version of the 
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same dances; the dancing nobility and their dancing masters essentially wrested control of the 
peasant’s dances from the peasants’ villages into the courts. The danse noble style and its long-
limbed practitioners of the Paris Opéra were the pinnacle of artistic achievement for French 
balletomanes in early professional ballet, but the style was largely perceived as boring by Italians, 
who favored a more spritely approach (Fairfax 97). Late 19th century Russian ballet located 
technical expertise in Italy, employing Italian ballerinas as its stars until the Russian school began 
to produce dancers such as Mathilde Kschessinska and Olga Preobrajenska who, according to 
Preobrajenska biographer Elvira Roné, were the first Russians to have the technical expertise to 
handle principal roles (28). For Australians in the 20th century, balletic expertise existed, as did 
other cultural ideals, in England, the Mother Country, with occasional oscillations to St. 
Petersburg or Moscow. 
While it has been common in many of these cases for ballet training in one country, 
especially France, Italy, or Russia, to be idealized by communities elsewhere, Australia’s distance 
from Western Europe posed a unique set of problems for early Australian ballet pedagogues. As 
British Australians began to view ballet training favorably, training methods had to find their way 
to Australia from elsewhere, but the logistic challenges that Australians encountered were 
formidable. How could Australians, given the hardships of travel from the West, establish an 
expert ballet presence in a country that didn’t yet have a full-time professional company? The 
exchange of talented pedagogues and choreographers between France, Italy, Denmark, and 
Russia throughout ballet’s history demonstrate the fluidity of ballet “trade” within the West. 
Distance made this “trade” less facile for Australians.  Early Australian ballet teachers must have 
been frustrated by their cultural isolation from developing trends in ballet of the Western 
Hemisphere. If ballet pedagogy expertise was non-local and contact with expert pedagogues was 
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rare, how could Australians determine their relative ability? In an art form that had definite yet 
shifting styles that were created and exemplified Elsewhere, how could Australians gain access to 
the latest discoveries? Australian pedagogues found their solution in the standardization and 
regulation of “imported” ballet expertise, in the form of British syllabi, that promised Empire-
wide examinations that would mitigate the difficulties presented by Australia’s distance from 
England.  
3.1  Imported Standards: The Reign of British Syllabi 
I was brainwashed as a kid, that [the RAD] was the only syllabus, that the Cecchetti was 
dreadful, that the BBO5 was dreadful. 
– Marilyn Jones 
Interview, 16 June 2011  	  
British ballet tours to Australia had created and epitomized the mid-20th century Australian 
ballet Ideal, and it followed that British pedagogues should be imported as arbiters of developing 
Australian training standards. The immense distance that pedagogues would have to travel in 
their jurisdiction of British standards, both to Australia and within the continent once they had 
arrived, necessitated a well-organized, regular schedule for this arbitration. The respective ballet 
syllabi of the Royal Academy of Dance and the Cecchetti System of the Imperial Society of 
Teachers of Dancing were British ballet franchising companies that fit the bill perfectly: they 
were British, regulated, respected organizations that promised maintenance of a high standard of 
quality among adherents. By the mid-1930s, coinciding with the growing popularity of Russes 
style ballet in Australia through international tours, both institutions were conducting regular 
examinations in Australia. Today, many private schools continue to offer syllabus classes and 
examinations in one or both of these methods. Even some schools that have independent 
systems or syllabi provide opportunities for students to prepare and present examination 
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material to earn RAD or Cecchetti credentials. 6 Among the schools that do not offer RAD or 
Cecchetti examinations, several intra-national syllabi structure their examination system on one 
of both of these syllabi. The continuous, popular importation of RAD and ISTD standards has 
had a deep impact on pedagogical practices in Australian classrooms by mitigating concerns 
about training standards associated with schools’ relative isolation from one another and their 
shared distance from England. 
The Royal Academy of Dance is a monolithic force in childhood ballet education 
throughout the world, examining over 225,000 students every year (RAD). RAD was 
established in London in 1920 as the Association of Teachers of Operatic Dancing. The first 
syllabus, prepared by a committee of dance teachers who hoped to contribute to the emerging 
British ballet tradition, represented a blending of styles and ideas: Adeline Genée from 
Denmark; Edouard Espinosa of the French style; Tamara Karsavina of the Imperial Russian 
school and Ballets Russes performance style; Lucia Cormani from Italy; and the British Phyllis 
Bedells. The Association was an attempt by Dancing Times editor Phillip Richardson to 
standardize and regulate British ballet. The syllabus emphasizes placement, specificity of 
positions, and clarity. In my interview with former RAD artistic director and active examiner 
John Byrne, he described how the syllabus has changed over time through the addition of levels 
and modification of course material to accommodate new ideas about movement training, 
anatomy, and aesthetics. Throughout these changes, the RAD syllabus, in the hands of a skillful 
teacher, has served as a preparatory tool for generations of vocational students for the stage 
throughout the world. The highest level’s examination, the Solo Seal, demands a professional 
level of technique and artistry from the few students who attain it. The Solo Seal requires that 
students perform solo variations from ballets of two different eras; a formidable task that 
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requires a high level of training in order to receive top marks. The syllabus has always included 
other dance forms as supplementary training; my review of archived syllabi at the National 
Library of Australia reveals that the 1950s system incorporated the study of historical dances and 
folk dances from throughout Western Europe and Russia. Today, the children’s syllabus 
includes Free Movement and Character dance forms. 
The Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing, which controls the Cecchetti syllabus, has 
long been the RAD’s rival British ballet syllabus in Australia.7 The Cecchetti Syllabus is based on 
the professional-level classes of Italian Enrico Cecchetti. Cecchetti had prescribed classes for 
each day of the week. Each day’s work included material designed to hone a specific aspect of the 
professional dancer’s technique. These daily enchaînements, many of which are based on turn-of-
the-century Imperial Russian repertoire, require strength, precision, complex footwork, and a 
relatively mobile torso.8 Maestro Cecchetti taught at the Imperial Theater School between 1892 
and 1902, and at his own private school after the Revolution in 1905. He toured with the Ballets 
Russes and later Anna Pavlova beginning in 1910, eventually establishing his school in London 
in 1918. When Cecchetti moved on to Italy in 1925, his London students continued to 
standardize and share his methods with new generations of students (Celi).  
Although Enrico Cecchetti’s classwork remains as the heart of the system, it is not 
identical to the syllabus that the ISTD uses today. When Cecchetti was teaching, many students 
would not be of a sufficient technical standard to even attempt his exercises. His wife, 
Giuseppina, would prepare these students through simplified versions of the exercises 
(Willoughby, “Memories”). Later, Cecchetti’s students continued to modify the student-version 
of the exercises to make them attainable for young pupils.  The Cecchetti Society was officially 
established in 1922 by Enrico’s student Stanislas Idzikowsky with writer Cyril Beaumont 
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(Cecchetti Ballet Australia). In the latest iteration of the syllabus, the highest-level students are 
still expected to perform many of Cecchetti’s original enchaînements but the children’s work 
continues to evolve.9 
The adoption of the RAD and ISTD syllabi in Australia followed similar timelines. Both 
systems established a presence in Australia during the volatile years between the World Wars, 
and in both cases informal presentation of the course material preceded formal examinations by 
at least a decade. In the case of the Royal Academy, the ideas behind the Academy arrived in 
Australia even before the RAD was established in London. Edouard Espinosa, whose own 
examination guidelines served as a model for the first syllabus (RAD), and who eventually had a 
competing system to the RAD called the British Ballet Organization, brought his ideas about 
teaching ballet to Australia in 1918. Pask identifies this trip as being largely unsuccessful (Enter 
112); teachers were disinterested in Espinosa’s strictly codified methods. Given the cold 
shoulder that Espinosa received in 1918, it is remarkable how quickly his methods, through his 
pupils and through the RAD, became standard practice in the next 20 years. Australians Linley 
Wilson, Eunice Weston, and Lorraine Norton had studied at Espinosa’s school in London, and 
they joined with fellow Australian teachers Frances Scully, Marjorie Hollinshed, and Jennie 
Brenan (who had supplemented her training with Alexandre Genée’s classes in London,) to 
bring the first RAD examiner, Felix Demery, to Australia in 1935 (Watkins et al 36).  
As with the Australian “preview” of RAD work that Espinosa’s 1918 classes had 
provided, Cecchetti’s exercises predated formal Cecchetti examinations in Australia by more 
than a decade. Lucie Saronova, who had received one of the few certificates of study awarded by 
Maestro Cecchetti to his London pupils before the establishment of the Cecchetti society, 
settled in Melbourne with her husband, composer Harry Jacobs, in 1921 (Willoughby 
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Memories). Saronova would become a central figure in the Cecchetti syllabus’ success in 
Australia. She was a founding director of Australian Cecchetti Society in 1934 and, later, a major 
teacher at the National Theatre School in Melbourne. The Cecchetti presence today is 
especially strong in Melbourne, and throughout Victoria, probably because of Saronova’s 
association with the National Theatre. Cecchetti student Errol Addison visited Sydney in 1925, 
where he established a short-lived school (Pask, Enter 112).  As discussed in the previous 
chapter, Enrico Cecchetti’s mastery as a teacher was a popular topic in the Australian press 
surrounding Anna Pavlova’s 1926 and 1929 tours, with many of Pavlova’s students presenting 
Cecchetti’s exercises to Australian students. When Cecchetti examinations did reach Australia, 
they arrived in Melbourne in 1934, just ahead of the RAD’s 1935 inaugural examination tour 
(Cecchetti Ballet Australia). 
The RAD and ISTD examination systems were readily adopted as expected inclusions in 
ballet classrooms in the 1930s. Adherents to each system fiercely championed the unique 
benefits of their system. Marilyn Jones describes the pressure that she felt as a ballet teacher in 
the 1980s to utilize the RAD syllabus, and her gradual realization that this pressure was 
unfounded. She remembers that her perception at the time was that  
[w]e need to teach the RAD, because otherwise we won’t get any pupils [ . . . ] 
but actually it’s not really the case [ . . . ] we just did internal exams, and [the 
parents and students] were perfectly happy. So in some ways it’s a myth [ . . . ] 
that [the RAD] was the only syllabus, that the Cecchetti was dreadful, that the 
BBO was dreadful.  (16 June)  
I heard the vestiges of such preferences in several interviews – a prideful tone regarding the 
preferred syllabus and a hint of condescension regarding a perceived flaw in the competing 
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school of thought. Jones’ assuredness of the public’s willingness to accept internally moderated 
exams was not as common among my interviewees. Jones’ fame as a former Australian Ballet 
Company classical star probably validated her expertise for many parents. 
Partisanship aside, all of my interviewees seemed to agree that a high quality teacher was 
more important than whichever “list of steps” the teacher chose to use (Karin 25 May). It seems 
that the syllabi have become so popular that teachers feel pressure to orient themselves carefully 
and clearly in relationship to the RAD and/or Cecchetti syllabi. Some successful professional 
dancers who did not receive their training within such a system nevertheless went on to acquire 
their RAD or Cecchetti certification as they transition to teaching;10 some schools avoid “taking 
sides” by offering teachers from both traditions. The Australian Ballet School has removed itself 
from the debate entirely by not offering syllabus classes in either system. Many schools, though, 
have gained prestige specifically because of their successful implementation11 of one system or 
the other. 
Among the many Australian teachers preparing pre-professional students through the 
Cecchetti syllabus, I had an opportunity to see one of Cecchetti Ballet Australia’s most 
celebrated, Anne Butler, on a June evening in Melbourne. Butler had prepared a lecture-
demonstration by students of the Victorian College of the Arts Secondary School. Students at 
VCASS study ballet through the School’s own syllabus with additional evening Cecchetti or 
RAD syllabus classes.12 Butler is a student of former Cecchetti Ballet Australia President Athol 
Willoughby, who was himself a student and close friend of Lucie Saronova. Thus, Butler 
represents the latest link in a continuous chain that originates with Enrico Cecchetti. Butler’s 
students performed a variety of syllabus exercises for me, including some of the original 
Cecchetti professional-level classwork. Many of the exercises included enchaînements from major 
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turn-of-the century Petipa ballets; this is an unsurprising association given that Cecchetti 
performed in many of those works. Some of the exercises even bore a resemblance to Frederick 
Ashton’s mid-20th century British ballets, a similarity that Butler explained to me by citing stories 
of Ashton’s well-known respect for the Cecchetti classwork. Certain conventions within the 
demonstration were unlike anything I had seen in other classrooms  – the sideways tipping of 
the head in grand plié, the drawing up of the foot to a relaxed position, ball of the foot still resting 
on the floor, in preparation for frappé – but the strength and precision of the students was clear. 
After leaving Australia in September, I learned that one of the most skilled dancers that I had 
observed that night, Ashleigh McKimmie, had competed in and won the Cecchetti International 
Ballet Competition in the British Isles – the second of Butler’s students to have done so in so 
many years.  
Anne Butler is not the only Cecchetti teacher to have become a major vocational 
pedagogue through the syllabus’ implementation. Butler’s teacher, Athol Willoughby, similarly 
prepared many students for the stage, and Willoughby’s teacher, Lucie Saronova, was a 
formative teacher for the first generation of full-time professional ballet dancers in Australia 
through her work at the National Theatre School. Outside of Saronova’s lineage, dancers and 
teachers such as Colin Peasley, Valrene Tweedie, and Dame Peggy van Praagh have represented 
the potential of the Cecchetti syllabus as a framework for vocational training. 
I observed RAD classwork at the Tanya Pearson Classical Coaching Academy in 
Sydney. Tanya Pearson is a well-known pedagogue in New South Wales whose two-year full-
time vocational program has prepared many students for professional careers in Australia and 
abroad. The RAD work that I observed demonstrated an emphasis on stability, precision, and a 
distinct forthrightness of movement. Preparations for difficult movements were serene; ensuing 
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movements seemed to emerge from a place of gathering. The dancers’ power was contained by 
these moments of collected energy. Pearson is especially noted for her work on port de bras, 
which is emphasized through supplemental work in students’ conditioning classes. I saw a 
generosity and fluidity in the upper body of the dancers that reinforced this reputation. 
Pearson’s class made me wonder how the RAD work looked on students who did not have this 
supplemental, signature upper-body work.  
In an enlightening interview with former RAD Director John Byrne, he described the 
continual emphasis on clear standards and a lack of affectation throughout RAD’s history. Byrne 
didn’t need to list RAD stories of vocational success to me –many Australian dancers are well 
known to have grown out of the RAD tradition. The most famous of these is probably Marilyn 
Jones, The Australian Ballet’s icon of classical refinement. Jones’ daughter-in-law Kirsty Martin, 
who retired from her principal dancer status at The Australian Ballet in July 2011, is a more 
recent vocational “success story” from RAD’s system. 
The reasons for RAD’s popularity are manifold. The Academy’s Royal Charter is 
probably a significant asset in its claim to authority. This authority has been buoyed by the 
syllabus’ incorporation by influential Australian teachers. Jennie Brenan’s Melbournian school’s 
adoption of the RAD syllabus and its association with the monopolistic J.C. Williamson 
presenting company was probably one of the earliest and most influential factors in the 
subsequently widespread popular adoption of the work throughout the city and country. 
Brenan’s Sydney counterpart, Frances Scully, similarly had a well-known school that prepared 
many dancers for the stage around the same time. Other famous teachers of the system have 
included Peggy Sager, Paul Hammond, and Mary Heath. 
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Today, teachers’ means of preparing students for syllabus examinations vary. Some 
teachers spend the majority of their instruction refining students’ memorization and 
performance of “syllabus” classes, which include selections from the examination material. Other 
teachers spend more time on “free” classes, which include only coursework not incorporated 
within examination enchaînements. Teachers emphasize different elements of the syllabus as well 
– one teacher might spend more time on the coordination of the head with the port de bras, 
while another might focus on the cultivation of strength within the legs. As with any teaching 
method, the most successful pre-professional teachers of these syllabi bring a uniquely deep 
understanding of ballet technique, performance, anatomy, and psychology to their work.  
Although the class time is divided in different ways, the logic inherent within each 
syllabus’ progression results in a specific systematic approach, even among less experienced 
teachers who might not be fully aware of the progression (Byrne). The result is that in each case, 
students can be recognized by their technical and stylistic conventions, as well as their usage of 
terminology. This point became clear to me when I was observing Evan Jones’ tertiary ballet 
class at the Queensland University of Technology. One student pointed out that Jones had 
asked for a battement glissé, but that he had demonstrated a movement with the foot at a height 
of twenty-five degrees. Wasn’t, the student asked, a battement glissé a forty-five degree action, 
while a jeté had this lower twenty-five degree height? Jones, whose international career had 
exposed him to many different usages of the terminology, appeared to be unsurprised by the 
question. He asked the students to focus on the quality of the movement as shown, and pointed 
out that there was a variance in the terminology. Later he told me that this particular question 
had clearly come from an RAD perspective; the student’s use of line and port de bras verified this 
assessment.  
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Though RAD and Cecchetti continue to be the syllabi of choice in Australia, the style of 
each system, as well of that of non-syllabus teachers, has changed to incorporate ideas from 
Russian pedagogue Agrippina Vaganova over time. During the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, many 
major Vaganova-style Russian teachers traveled to Australia. These pedagogues had a profound 
influence on the methods and “look” in the British-based Australian ballet classroom. While 
Agrippina Vaganova did not develop a franchised syllabus, her system of training, published in 
various books and notes by Vaganova herself and her followers, has had a profound impact on 
the Australian ballet aesthetic.  
Early exposure to post-war Russian teachers made a profound impact on many 
Australian pedagogues. In her 1989 oral history for the National Library of Australia, Laurel 
Martyn recalls her first experience seeing the Bolshoi Ballet as a moment of revelation:  
And then, suddenly, the Russian Bolshoi Ballet came out [ . . . ] and I suddenly 
saw what classical dance could do [ . . . ] I suddenly saw that that horrible little 
step that I’d hated all my life, called a pas de bourrée, really was a most beautiful 
little running, light, gorgeous, little step! And oh, very quick and light and lovely. 
And I said, “that’s what a pas de bourrée looks like!” And I’d been doing 36 pas de 
bourrées all my student life, and I’d hated the things, because they plodded, as far 
as I was concerned [ . . . ] The logic of the training, the logic of the [ . . . ] 
development of the dancer [ . . . ]it’s so beautiful, it’s so scientific. (112) 
Martyn’s comments are representative of sentiments that were shared with me by numerous 
pedagogues of her generation. From these teachers’ British-method perspective Down Under, 
the mid-century Russian style represented a new freedom of movement, expansiveness, and 
beauty. John Byrne notes that this is especially apparent in the extension and reach of RAD port 
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de bras, which changed later in the 20th century to incorporate more spiraling and expansion as a 
result of the Vaganova style. For Laurel Martyn, exposure to the Russian style would spur her on 
to establish a novel training method that relied on Vaganova principles called the Laurel Martyn 
Dance System.13  
Dame Margaret Scott, as the first Director of The Australian Ballet School, was probably 
the most influential proponent of the Vaganova-fication of Australian training. Scott was 
impressed by the early Vaganova guest teachers that she brought to TABS, and she found herself 
to be “converted” to the Russian approach. For Scott, the British pedagogical approach was to 
teach “steps,” while in the Russian system, the approach was to teach “the body.” In an effort to 
raise the standard of training throughout the country, Scott continued to bring Russian teachers 
to TABS (24 June). Today, three of The Australian Ballet School’s teachers are from the 
Vaganova Academy.  
3.2  Exportation and Intra-national Commerce of Australian Training Methods 
The British influence [in Australia] has continued to decline, although some traditional 
veneration for English intellectual authority [ . . . ] properly remains. (227, emphasis added) 
– Geoffrey Serle 
From Deserts the Prophets Come, 1973 
 
As time has passed, Australians’ opinions about the location of ballet expertise have diversified. 
The “keys to the kingdom” of balletic Truth are no longer presumed to be held exclusively by the 
British. The syllabi standards of the RAD and ISTD continue to be imported as standard 
training methods, but intra-national ballet standards have become an alternative choice through 
Australian organizations. The goals of these organizations vary: The Australian Institute of 
Classical Dance, formed in 1991, seeks to foster a “national focus” for ballet education in 
Australia through its implementation of an examination-based syllabus; The Australian 
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Conservatoire of Ballet’s 12-year Vaganova-based training syllabus for part-time students is used 
by schools throughout Australia and internationally, and is examined externally by 
representatives from the Conservatoire or internally by the school’s staff; The Commonwealth 
Society of Teachers of Dancing is an Australian-based organization that offers examinations in 
many styles of theatrical dance and DanceSport; The Australian Dance Assessment Programme 
focuses on a holistic approach to children’s training in theatrical forms; the 2011 National Dance 
Qualifications14 standardize training methods for the dance sector more generally; and The 
Movement and Dance Education Centre has established The Laurel Martyn Dance System as a 
somatically-based recreational ballet training program. Although these organizations have 
diverse goals and methods, they share a devotion to Australian standards, examinations, and 
oversight in dance pedagogy.  
Australians’ relocation of ballet’s aesthetic jurisdiction into Australia follows a trend in 
colonial cultural development that cultural theorist Geoffrey Serle identifies as including:  
 [A]n early period of imitation, of working in the styles of the parent civilization 
[ . . .  ] followed by a stage of national assertiveness which celebrates the local 
subject-matter and values of the new nation struggling to be born; then an 
uneasy period of clash between the nativists and those holding fast to the values 
of the imperial source; and finally, when something like mature sense of 
nationality is combined with openness to international influences. (229)  
My interviews revealed that, while there is an increasing “openness to international influences” 
among Australian ballet pedagogues, the location of syllabi’s governing bodies continues to be a 
point of contention. Teachers, such as John Byrne and Athol Willoughby of the RAD and 
Cecchetti syllabi respectively, emphasized that their systems ensured maintenance of 
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international standards, thereby providing a consistent, recognized standard of training for 
students who might wish to leave Australia.  
There are so many emerging and emerged systems and syllabi in Australia today that 
discussing all of them is beyond the scope of this thesis. Therefore, I will focus on a few 
representative systems I had access to during my research, with additional mention of other 
major schools and organizations. In these systems, isolation and distance, coupled with the 
Australian tradition of strictly codified and examined ballet pedagogical systems, have lead to 
innovations in ballet training.  
The utilization of British syllabi binds Australian ballet classrooms to English 
pedagogues philosophically, logistically, and fiscally. From the perspective of some Australian 
pedagogues, this is as it should be; deference to British expertise through the English jurisdiction 
of training in Australia is accepted as the preferable arrangement; it allows for the mitigation of 
distance and isolation while ensuring that Australian ballet students have access to training 
methods that have stood the test of time and esteemed examiners. This would probably be the 
opinion of Serle, whose quotation about “proper” respect for British intellectual authority 
introduced this section. For other Australian pedagogues, the reliance on British syllabi has 
outgrown its distance-assuaging benefit. This latter group seeks to find new training methods 
that are uniquely Australian.  
Standardized training syllabi in Australia are economic and cultural commodities. 
Students and teachers pay for the opportunity to participate in the certifying organization. 
Achieving a high grade on an examination is a manifestation of more than a student’s hard work, 
talent, and skilled teacher; students must first purchase access to the syllabus material. These 
access costs include the examination fees and the defrayed costs of the teacher’s membership in 
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the examining organization. Students of the syllabus are purchasing a standard of training that 
has been externally recognized and the opportunity to prove their mettle against other students 
within the same syllabus. The economic arrangement with an English organizing body has 
become one of the most contentious aspects of the syllabi for teachers, such as Marilyn Jones, 
who work to bring ballet training’s jurisdiction to Australian soil. Those in favor of the intra-
national syllabus organizations emphasize the importance of economically supporting 
Australian, rather than British, organizing bodies. 
 In some cases, the purpose of the organizing body remains similar to that of a British 
syllabus with even a roughly analogous examination system but an Australian jurisdiction. 
Marilyn Jones’ recent work for her Australian Institute of Classical Dance with the Borovansky 
Syllabus has followed this approach. The Borovansky Syllabus is administered as a locally 
overseen training system that fulfills the same roles as an international examination system. The 
Borovansky Syllabus’ history represents a coming together of the various influences that I have 
discussed throughout this chapter with regards to distance and isolation, including international 
tensions and validation mechanisms, syllabus-based training, and the questions of international 
vs. intra-national governance of a ballet-oversight infrastructure.  
The Borovansky Syllabus is named for its founder, Xenia Borovansky. Frank Salter, 
Edouard Borovansky’s biographer, devotes a fair amount of attention to Xenia’s professional 
past as well. According to Salter, Madame Xenia Borovansky was the daughter of Bolshoi dancer 
Alexandra Ivanova and received her training from one of her mother’s Bolshoi colleagues 
“mainly as a social grace and with no positive thought of a dancing career abroad”  (29). After 
the Russian Revolution forced her middle class family from Russia to Germany, Borovansky 
took a job dancing for Pavlova’s touring company, where she met and married Edouard 
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Borovansky (Salter 30). The couple immigrated to Melbourne in 1939, where Edouard 
established his Russes-style Borovansky Company, and Xenia became the principal teacher at 
Borovansky’s Ballet Academy, originally called the Borovansky Academy of Russian Ballet, in 
Melbourne (Salter 78). After Xenia passed away in 1985, her pedagogical approach was passed 
along through a small group of her pupils, who have carried the method into the present day 
(Jones, 16 June).  
Marilyn Jones received her early ballet training with RAD teacher Tessa Maunder in her 
hometown of Newcastle and with RAD in Australia pioneer Lorraine Norton in Sydney. Jones 
won the City of Sydney Eisteddfod Women’s Weekly competition as a teenager, earning her a 
place at London’s Royal Ballet School. After a season with the Royal Ballet Company, she 
returned to dance for Borovansky in 1959, and went on to be the classical star of the Australian 
Ballet in its early years, even running the company briefly as Artistic Director between 1979 and 
1981. In 1990, Jones received a prestigious Creative Artists Fellowship from the Australian 
Government. She decided to dedicate the prize money toward the creation of The Australian 
Institute for Classical Dance, with the ultimate goal of crafting a syllabus that was uniquely 
Australian. Jones reveals “It was always in my mind – Wouldn’t it be great? Why do we have to 
have an English system?” (16 June). Upon discovering the existence of Xenia Borovansky’s 
syllabus and others like it, Jones decided to create the AICD as an “umbrella” organization to 
house and support existing approaches to teaching Australian classical ballet.  
What I was really interested in was an Australian syllabus, and I really was keen 
to have our own syllabus, rather than Russian or English [ . . . ] But, then I found, 
when I started touring around Australia [ . . . ] these existing syllabi. And one 
was the Borovansky, and one was Laurel Martyn, which was based on Vaganova, 
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[. . . and I thought that] it’s a bit silly to create the wheel again, we’ve got these 
things already in Australia that came, actually, out of Australia. (16 June)  
Jones recalls collaborating with a group of five other teachers, including some who had studied 
with Xenia directly, to “update” the Borovansky Syllabus. The teachers reviewed the written 
syllabus and corresponding class videotapes together. They left the architecture of Borovansky’s 
work intact, but worked to improve continuity from one level to another, to add more pointe 
work, and to remove practices that were no longer perceived to be productive.15 The syllabus is 
“definitely Russian” in origin, by Jones’ analysis, but the levels have been organized and renamed 
to be analogous to RAD levels, all the way up to the highest level, where students can earn a 
“Borovansky Solo Seal.” Jones also identifies an especial emphasis on the “freedom of the upper 
body,” an emphasis which I noticed in the video footage I observed. I also found that many of 
the exercises required a great deal of control and strength from students, even at a relatively 
young age.  
In addition to their work in support of the Borovansky System, the AICD also provides 
an Assessment Programme that supports students’ and teachers’ desire for regular external 
assessment outside of an examination system. Jones says that this option is popular for teachers 
who don’t wish to teach a syllabus. “Teachers who want to actually do their own work, who 
don’t want to belong to a [ . . . ] set syllabus, can actually do their own work. And we will assess it 
and give comments to the students and feedback to the teachers” (16 June). The pattern of 
annually examining students regularly has become so expected in Australian ballet classrooms, 
that teachers who have not “bought in” to the standardized syllabus approach still seek out the 
AICD’s Assessment Programme as a means of providing externally moderated examinations. 
Students within syllabus systems seem to desire annual examinations even if they need more 
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than a year to adequately prepare for an examination. The AICD’s Assessment Programme 
serves these students as well, providing feedback to the student during their “year off” from their 
standardized syllabus exam through “a written report, so that they can still be a part of that 
[annual assessment] process” (16 June). While Jones emphasizes that she sees the merit in all of 
the major examination programs being utilized by Australians today, there are clear fiscal 
advantages to the AICD’s programs: “It’s just nice to have one, that the money remains in 
Australia. And then we put it back into other things like scholarships and choreography” (16 
June).  
Alternative pedagogical and aesthetic viewpoints can be a major factor in Australians’ 
choice to develop local training systems. Such systems represent a definitive relocation of ballet 
expertise to Australia; the pedagogues who create these systems are asserting their ability to not 
only replace international syllabi, but to improve upon them in some substantial way. These 
teachers endeavor to not teach ballet as it has been taught in the past,16 but to take a novel 
approach. I encountered two of these radical training systems during my travels that departed 
decisively from the general framework of international syllabi: The Laurel Martyn Dance System 
and The Karin System. 
Laurel Martyn has been a major figure in Australian ballet performance and pedagogy 
throughout her life.17 Martyn is unique and innovative in her questioning attitude toward ballet 
training, and in her ideas about the body and ballet, which have changed dramatically over time. 
Throughout her career as a dancer and teacher, she interrogated the logic of every system she 
encountered. In her 1989 oral history for the National Library of Australia’s collection, Martyn 
recalled her pedagogical journey:  
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I think in the beginning, I said that I have always questioned, and wanted to 
know why I was doing things [ . . . ] And I spent a lot of time trying to 
understand what it was all about. Having [passed all levels of examinations for] 
The Royal Academy, I decided I’d try the Cecchetti system, to see if it answered 
any of my questions better. I wanted to know the logic behind things, I didn’t 
just want to follow [ . . . ] because you do a battement frappé after a rond de jambe, 
I wanted to know: why do you do a battement frappé? [ . . . ] So I did a bit of 
Cecchetti, to find out if I could get the answers there, there were one or two 
answers in that. (112) 
Martyn eventually turned to the Vaganova method as the architecture for her codified program 
for recreational students, which included the implementation of a wide range of other dance and 
somatic ideas, including the somatic Alexander Technique, improvisation, and Eric Franklin’s 
imagery-based movement Method. Throughout her career, Martyn had a great confidence in 
her role in the development of an Australian approach to dancing, sure of the importance of an 
authentically national style. She summarizes this perspective in her 1989 oral history “It can’t be 
the same as the English, we’ve got a different climate [ . . . ] we think differently. So we must 
dance differently” (34).  
Laurel Martyn received her early training in Toowoomba, Queensland, from Kathleen 
Hamilton. Later, Martyn continued her studies with Marjorie Hollinshed in Brisbane and Jennie 
Brenan in Melbourne. Martyn moved to England to study with RAD founder Phyllis Bedells, 
during which time Martyn passed all of the RAD exams and won the RAD’s highest honor, the 
Adeline Genée Award.  After a brief stint with the Vic-Wells Ballet, Martyn returned to Australia 
to mourn the death of her father just before the outbreak of WWII. She settled in Melbourne, 
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where she worked first as a teacher for Jennie Brenan’s school, and later as a principal dancer 
with the Borovansky Ballet. In 1946, Martyn became the director of Melbourne’s Ballet Guild, 
an amateur performing company and vocational school, which was later renamed Ballet Victoria. 
Martyn trained many professional dancers through Ballet Victoria, including Janet Karin. Ballet 
Victoria lost its state funding in 1976, and Martyn lost her directorship at the same time (G. Ree 
Jones 1976).18 The company’s vocational training program became a part of the Victorian 
College of the Arts School of Dance in 1979. Around the same time, Martyn shifted her focus to 
the development of a somatic, holistic approach to pedagogy for recreational students of ballet. 
She codified her new program as the Laurel Martyn Dance System. The LMDS today is a 
franchised dance system that is taught to aspiring dance teachers through the Box Hill TAFE 
Institute near Melbourne, where Dianne Parrington and Jane Andrewartha are instructors.19   
Throughout her career, Martyn favored the replacement of prescribed British syllabi 
with a freer approach to ballet education: “[T]his is more what I’d like to see Australian dancers 
do, instead of following slavishly in the [ . . . ] rules of The Royal Academy, or Cecchetti Society 
[ . . . ] there’s no creativity in that [ . . . ] I don’t think you can dance without creativity” (114 
1989). Janet Karin recalls that Martyn’s creativity was evident during her years at Ballet Victoria, 
where the teacher displayed a desire to inspire the imagination and knowledge of her dancers:  
She was a natural teacher [ . . . a] brilliant teacher in a certain way [ . . . ] she’d 
pick some period in dance history, and we’d have to do the class, out of our own 
imagination, as we thought it would be done at that time. So, one class we’d 
become Margot [Fonteyn], another we’d be Louis XIV, another we’d be 
Pavlova. And we had to think how the style would change the step. (25 May)  
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This creative methodology provided students with an approach to the ballet vocabulary that 
demanded imagination and expression. Although Martyn notes that she finds truths in all syllabi 
and systems, she seems to have been averse to the singular focus on a set, memorized syllabus. In 
her oral history, Martyn speaks vehemently against the static nature of many schools’ 
approaches. Comparing British culture to Australian culture, Martyn notes that the English favor 
a “certain regimentation, and they respond to that well. But I don’t think Australians do” (34). 
As a result of this difference, Martyn proposes that the Australian adoption of the British ballet 
methodology leads to a stifling of the Australian spirit. She goes on to proclaim that “there are 
thousands of young children learning so-called classical ballet, and in the process, are being 
taught how not to dance. And as far as I’m concerned, that’s a crime” (34). In the recreationally-
focused LMDS that is taught today, students are required to improvise regularly, as a way of 
avoiding this tendency of teachers to teach “how not to dance.”  
In addition to creative study of the ballet vocabulary, Ballet Victoria students were 
exposed to a variety of dance forms. As Karin remembers, “We used to do modern classes in the 
sort of the European modern style [ . . . ] we had Spanish dances classes [ . . . ] And we used to 
also have people like [Australian actor and director] George Ogilvie [ . . . ] come and work with 
us” (25 May). Martyn’s Papers at the National Library of Australia include a 1973 Prospectus 
that notes that her school provided “special classes” for students who wished to take RAD or 
Cecchetti examinations. Even Martyn, with her commitment to “creative” teaching, 
accommodated students’ and parents’ desires for access to British syllabi. This is a surprising 
concession given Martyn’s clear stance on the limitations of such systems. 
Martyn’s inquisitive study of ballet syllabi eventually lead her to finding and embracing 
the Vaganova system as a framework for her approach to children’s movement education. 
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Martyn seized upon the Vaganova system of training when she was first exposed to it. In her 
1989 oral history for the National Library of Australia, Martyn says that, with Vaganova  
“training, the body, can do practically anything  [ . . . ] the rhythm, the coordination, the flow, 
the quality, those are the things that I find that you can get from that training” (114). Martyn 
goes on to specify that she doesn’t want Australians to dance like Russians, but that the system 
should be an important starting point: “I would like to see Australia understand the system of 
training, and use it for their own purposes” (114). 
Martyn’s interpretation of the Russian approach has changed drastically over time. Karin 
recalls that Martyn’s early, zealous adaptation of Russian teaching methods lead to an extreme 
emphasis on forceful repetition. Martyn had already become a great fan of the Bolshoi, and 
Ulanova in particular, when she saw the films that had brought this new Soviet Russian approach 
to ballet to Australia in the 1950s. When the Bolshoi’s touring company arrived in Australia in 
the mid-20th century, Janet Karin recalls that the company’s director, Peter Guschev, taught 
Martyn’s students.  
[Guschev] spoke quite a bit with Laurel, and she watched the classes. And he 
used to say these things [ . . . ] “if one tendu does you good, a hundred tendus do 
you more and it’s not just doing a hundred tendus, it’s how much effort you put 
into one tendu.” But she translated that all as the amount of force [being used,] 
muscular force. (25 May)  
This preference for forcefulness would fall away in the later LMDS, replaced by its gentle 
antithesis.  In the later system, students focused internally on the feeling and thought process 
behind each movement, aiming for a few correct repetitions of the action, which had been 
broken down into its constituent parts. In Martyn’s Let Them Dance, which describes a 
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preparatory dance course for students aged 5-10 who might want to go on to the study of ballet, 
Martyn explains how she has incorporated Vaganova’s ideas. “I have based this preparatory 
course on the Russian system; but whereas in the classical dance exercises are done at first 
slowly, gradually increasing the speed and eliminating pauses until the correct tempo and 
execution have been achieved, in this system I have reversed the process” (xiii). Students who 
are new to the program complete actions quickly, and they are gradually slowed so that their 
somatic awareness can improve as they gain movement patterns and maturity.20  
In the first year, exercises are done quickly so that young untrained bodies can 
cope. In the following three years the speed is decreased until, at the end of the 
fourth year, there is sufficient strength of posture and understanding of 
movement to sustain the effort, energy and concentration required to begin the 
study of classical dance in the correct divided manner. (xiii)  
Martyn later extended this preparatory program, which she published in 1985, to 
include a systematic approach to the full ballet vocabulary progression for older 
students. Martyn’s interpretation of Vaganova’s approach had changed completely from 
her earlier midcentury application of Guschev’s mantra that a hundred tendus do you the 
most good. 
Martyn’s pedagogical change from forceful repetition to somatic awareness might have 
been precipitated by her exposure to a more thorough analysis of the Vaganova system. When 
Vaganova teacher Jurgen Schneider traveled to Melbourne in the 1970s as a guest of The 
Australian Ballet School, Martyn studied his methods assiduously. In a report on Schneider’s 
visit in Martyn’s papers, dated 1973, Martyn noted that her school oversaw meticulous record 
taking of Schneider’s classwork.  “All classes in this week were video-taped at Ballet Victoria’s 
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studios [ . . . ] Mr. Arthur Turnbull, Ballet Victoria’s resident choreographer and Contemporary 
Dance Tutor, is currently recording the classes from the tapes in Labanotation” and that, for 
teachers given in conjunction with the Australian Ballet, “classes were given before an audience 
of teachers [ . . . ] it provided the teachers with the means of checking and revising the Russian 
progression method of teaching” (Martyn The Papers).  Just a few years after Schneider’s visit, 
the Ballet Victoria’s closure provided Martyn with the space, inspiration, and time for a 
thorough examination of her collection of materials from Schneider’s classwork, a project that 
eventually redirected her creative pedagogical mind to focus on recreational, rather than 
vocational, students. 
Martyn describes her reasoning for reimagining recreational pedagogy: “nobody is really 
thinking about these, the majority, who are never going to be dancers, and who don’t, probably, 
even want to be, they’re [unenlightened teachers] only looking at them as failed professional 
dancers, and I don’t like that, I’m going to see what I can think about, I plan to think about it, 
and see what I can do about it” (1989 109). Today, teachers who have graduated from Victoria’s 
Box Hill Tafe Institute perpetuate Martyn’s System through their instruction of children at 
several small schools throughout Victoria. 
The LMDS turns decidedly away from “the syllabus” approach that has become the 
Australian norm. Martyn’s published material, which includes the 1985 Let Them Dance for 
children aged 5-10 and the 2004 Help Them Dance for the instruction of the ballet vocabulary, 
does not list full exercises or classes for memorization. Jane Andrewartha explains the 
reactionary way in which Martyn analyzed the syllabi that she encountered as a process to create 
a ballet pedagogy that was appropriate for Australians.  Andrewartha describes the syllabus 
approach as being ineffective from Martyn’s point of view, and that it is something that “is not 
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appropriate for the way we teach here, and as far as the teachers go, they’re not getting enough 
information to be able to teach properly” (28 June). Instead, teachers work creatively to present 
movement material from its smallest building blocks, incorporating ideas from Laban 
Movement Analysis, Alexander Technique, Dalcroze Eurhythmics, body conditioning, 
improvisation, visualization, and other somatic practices. Teachers are expected to create 
engaging, creative lesson plans that are age-appropriate and logical.  Andrewartha goes on to 
specify that the LMDS does not lay a different foundation for ballet instruction than the RAD or 
Cecchetti syllabi do: “It’s not starting with technique, it’s starting with a broad foundation of 
elements, of the elements of dance, and then introducing things in a very logical and progressive 
manner, in a very organic way as well” (28 June). 
For the aspiring teachers at the Box Hill TAFE Institute, most of whom have been 
educated via a British syllabus, the LMDS approach includes an entirely new way of looking at 
ballet’s movements, although some organizational elements of the system are probably 
somewhat familiar to syllabus students. Older children who are studying with a LMDS teacher 
progress by passing through codified “degrees” of ability that are based on movement skills. 
These skills are evaluated in regular, formal assessments that include classwork arranged and 
organized by the teacher. Examiners come to the school from the Movement & Dance 
Education Centre, which oversees the LMDS. Students are examined based on their proficiency 
in the performance of the specific dance skills that they have been working to acquire during 
their degree of progress. These examinations do not include prescribed exercises from the 
LMDS; teachers create the exercises that their students learn. 
Despite some general structural similarities and familiar organizational oversight that 
Box Hill aspiring teachers encounter, they struggle to move beyond the idea of teaching 
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“syllabus work” into the creative construction of classes. Dianne Parrington says, “we found that 
with teaching the work, a lot of the [Box Hill] students [say] ‘I never covered anything like this 
when I was that age’ [ . . . ] meta skills, working with how they move at this age physically, but 
also to develop [ . . . ] the creativity and the musicality. This is often not used,” and that, as a 
result, special focus has to be given to “building up the knowledge of how to put exercises 
together” (28 June).  
Laurel Martyn’s student, Janet Karin, shares her teacher’s creative spirit, but has 
developed her thinking in a different direction. Karin’s method of teaching, The Karin System, is 
an innovative approach to ballet technique that, in many ways, contradicts my other Australian 
findings; rather than relying upon the British or Russian ballet pedagogy lineage, it seeks 
knowledge in the bodies of the pupils. The Karin System does not seek validation through 
examinations with external juries; it looks for results in the dancers’ bodies and minds. The 
balletic aesthetic, still a Platonic Ideal, has been relocated from a place (England, France, etc.) to 
a kinesthetic idea that exists “here and now” rather than “there and then.”  
The Karin System is a counterpoint to the externally assessed schools that otherwise 
dominated my research, and as such it is important to include here because it is representative of 
the growing sentiment that I have described for relocation of ballet expertise into Australia. Kylie 
Hunter describes the difference as being one of confidence in expertise. “I think perhaps why the 
RAD have flourished so much is that idea of having a governing body looking after you. You can 
be isolated, but you are connected. To do something different, you have to just so believe that 
what you are doing is right” (21 July). 
Janet Karin is currently the Kinetic Educator at The Australian Ballet School. She 
formalized her pedagogical ideas in The Karin System, an unpublished, bound monograph for 
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The National Capital Ballet School in Canberra. The School was founded with Karin’s husband 
at the time, Bryan Lawrence, in 1968, and has since been passed along by Karin to her pupil, 
Kylie Hunter, who is the school’s principal today. Karin’s work today at The Australian Ballet 
School incorporates and extends many of her ideas from The Karin System, while simultaneously 
exploring new neurological and somatic ideas about movement patterning. Her ideas now 
supplement TABS students’ technique classes, but when she ran her own school, she 
reorganized even the daily technique classes to reflect her ideas. The Karin System is not 
franchised in the way that the other methods that I have explored are – it is co-owned by Hunter 
and Karin and can only be comprehensively taught at The National Capital Ballet School under 
Hunter’s watchful eye. I asked Karin why this was the case, and whether or not she thought that 
other systems which had been franchised could manage to successfully convey their creators’ 
intent across the span of years and miles. Her eloquent response summarizes the philosophy of 
her System, so I will quote it here at length: 
I think teaching and dancing are so much bigger than anything you can 
write down. And that’s why most of [The Karin System book is] not the 
steps at all, it’s about how you dance. And I think that’s the only way it 
should be done. And I suppose that’s one rationale I had [ . . . ] to put 
the steps as an appendix. They don’t matter much. It’s the whole 
philosophy of how you move, and how you think about movement, 
what initiates movement and so on. I think that’s what it’s all about. But 
as soon as you say “this is what you would do” when they’re in the first 
level and so on, I think you’ve immediately filleted it all, you’ve just got 
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the bones, and you haven’t got any meat at all. And actually bones are 
nothing.  
So I think, I don’t know how you get beyond that dilemma. And people lament 
the fact that ballet is an ephemeral art form, but in a way it’s because it requires 
that transmission of spirit [ . . . ] you can inspire people through words, but I 
think to cover that whole gap between – you know, as I think you’ve probably 
heard me saying [while observing interactions with students,] “Unfortunately, 
we have to use words when we teach,” and [ . . . ]we’re using another language to 
refer to something. And when you have a book, you haven’t even got the tone of 
your words and the gestures that go with it, just a list on paper. So, I can imagine, 
say [Tamara] Karsavina having input into the RAD syllabus, how she would 
have felt about all of that, and what she would have, you know, been expressing 
when she was saying what the picture that she had was. And, it, that’s not there. 
And I don’t know how it can be. (25 May) 
Karin’s relegation of the ballet vocabulary “bones” to her book’s appendices is a bold departure 
from many Australians’ ideas about what ballet education should be. At the foundation of the 
syllabus/examination system is a belief that the successful performance of the syllabus exercises 
represents achievement of kinesthetic ballet literacy. This syllabus system could be compared to 
a canon-based approach to literature; performing a high-level examination is akin to reading 
War and Peace. The “text” of the syllabus is perceived to be inherently informative, providing 
universal access to balletic Truth. Karin’s decision to emphasize “how to dance” instead of what 
to dance represents a departure from the British-Australian ballet canon. The syllabus-concept is 
96 
replaced in The Karin System by “Core Principles,” which include Visualization and Creativity, 
Alignment, Imagery, Musicality, and Artistry (47).  
In my analysis of The Karin System text,21 I found Karin’s philosophy to be progressively 
student-centered (27). Karin’s heuristic approach relies upon the axiom that “the body must be 
an expressive instrument of the mind. The old approach to ballet training works against this 
synthesis of mind and body, the struggle of the will to dominate the body actually serves to 
separate them” (14).  This axiom, if accepted, necessitates an entirely different movement 
education program than is commonly presented in authoritarian-style ballet pedagogies. In this 
system, the teacher is a guide, “like a mountaineer” (16). The ideas are not presented as “true,” 
unless they are universally so, and “correctness” is presented as being culturally contextual. The 
student’s challenges are not attributed to the student’s laziness or ineptitude. Rather, “[s]tudent 
problems are a challenge to be shared by the teacher with the student, as they result from an 
incomplete achievement of the goals of both” (16). Students, whatever their professional 
ambition, are accepted as being potential contributors to dance in Australia’s future (5).  
The Karin System has successfully trained many famous Australian professional 
dancers.22 It is unique in that dancers begin their training by exploring their own movement 
potential before learning the ballet vocabulary; they do not start barrework until they have 
already been dancing for several years. Movement patterns, musicality, alignment and 
expressiveness are taught and strengthened in center work until the student has a sufficient 
understanding of what they are doing to not rely heavily upon the barre for support. Children, 
beginning when they are age 4-6, are presented with a course in creative movement that includes 
rhythm, memory, problem solving, and visualization exercises. When students reach age 8, they 
continue the creative work while incorporating technical aspects of the ballet vocabulary. At age 
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12, students begin barrework, with separate programs for vocational and non-vocational 
students. Kylie Hunter describes this later introduction of barrework as a logical extension of the 
System’s underlying principles. 
I think that that’s part of that agreement that you make, that, “are we going to 
impose this technique on these bodies, on these little people, or are we going to 
take the time, and let go of our ego, and allow their body to assimilate it bit by 
bit?” [ . . . ] When you truly believe that it should be assimilated rather than 
imposed, you can choose to have the barre there, you can choose not to have the 
barre there for the little kids, and you know that you’re getting the same result [ . 
. . ] you can’t cheat [without the barre]. (22 July) 
This philosophy obviously requires a great deal of trust between the students, parents, and 
teacher. To depart so radically from the standard ballet training convention of early barrework 
requires that the principle against imposition must be agreed upon by all involved parties. 
Hunter has had a hard time finding teachers for the school who are willing to fully accept a 
teaching methodology that is so far removed from the traditional pedagogy. “When [teachers] 
come to me, they already have a history of training that is set in one way, and it is very different, 
perhaps, to The Karin System. And because it’s more of a philosophy, a methodology, rather 
than a set of steps, a lot of people [ . . . ] they’re lost” (22 July). Hunter continues to teach 
material through the system’s methodology, but she has found that presenting a variety of 
methodologies, with a general agreement of the underlying philosophy, has been an important 
compromise. Finding teachers to fully prepare material in line with The Karin System’s 
methodology has been extremely difficult, Hunter says, because “[The Karin System] requires 
teachers [who] are really keen to work with that philosophy and methodology, and who then 
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have the skills to, kind of, put together those building blocks of steps. Because it’s not laid out. 
You can’t go in blindly and teach [the] System” (22 July). Hunter employs teachers with RAD 
and Cecchetti backgrounds at the school, even though the corresponding examinations are not 
offered to students, with an agreement that the teachers, no matter their methodologies, all share 
The Karin System’s underlying philosophy.   
Instead of preparing students for externally juried examinations, Hunter conducts 
internal assessments for her students. When prospective parents learn of this deviation from the 
common Australian approach, they tend to be concerned. “The biggest feedback I get is [ . . . ] 
‘but does that mean they can’t be a dancer?’” Hunter has found that she has to educate parents 
about the skills necessary for professional ballet performance, and the intrinsic value in ballet 
education. “Parents want to see outcomes [ . . . ] it’s not just that we study ballet because it is an 
experience, because it builds life skills, because it gives us a love for the art form” (22 July). 
3.3  A National Method of Training: The Australian Ballet School 
Our aim is to balance the rigorous demands of professional training with a creative, caring 
and challenging environment where excellence can flourish [ . . . ] We aim to nurture young 
talent so that every provision is made for the best to be the best – to guide students to 
develop into well-balanced human beings, with a strong ethical sense – well fed in body, 
mind and spirit.  
–The Australian Ballet School 
Mission Statement, 2012 
 
Since its founding in 1964 as the flagship school for The Australian Ballet Company, The 
Australian Ballet School (TABS) has developed a unique training system that blends Vaganova, 
British, and Australian influences with a holistic emphasis on students’ overall health and well-
being. Throughout its history, isolation and distance have contributed to the School’s trajectory 
through both the recapitulation of others’ ideas and the development of new ideas. The 
Australian Ballet School was originally established from a decidedly British perspective, but its 
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training system quickly grew to reflect Australians’ growing admiration of Russian training ideas. 
The School’s reliance on international influences is tempered by the space for innovation that 
comes with TABS’ strong funding and relative isolation. The School’s Health Team is a model 
of whole-person education and care for other similarly elite ballet academies. The Australian 
Ballet School’s lineage, with its blend of Australian, Russian, and British influences, could be 
perceived as microcosmic of the general shifts in Australian perceptions of the location of 
pedagogical ballet expertise and aesthetic desirability that I have described throughout this 
chapter.  
The Australian Ballet Company had its inaugural year in 1962. The Company, which 
was the realization of a growing Australian desire for a federally supported national ballet 
company,23 rose from the ashes of the commercially funded Borovansky Ballet Company. When 
Edouard Borovansky died suddenly in 1959, the J.C. Williamson presenting organization 
scrambled to replace him with a suitably experienced candidate. In a bold move that reflected 
the aesthetic shifts of the time, Williamson selected Peggy van Praagh as the new director. 24 The 
selection was a turning point for the Williamson Company from Borovansky’s bravura style that 
had Ballets Russes extravagance as its model toward a more reserved British approach, as had 
been exemplified in Ballet Rambert’s 1940s tour to Australia. Peggy van Praagh trained, danced, 
and taught in England during the mid-century emergence of the British ballet tradition. She 
brought her comprehensively British approach to ballet to her new Australian colleagues, 
including her Cecchetti syllabus training with Margaret Craske,25 her association with major 
British choreographers like Antony Tudor, and her very close ties to The Royal Ballet.26 J.C. 
Williamson’s selection of van Praagh as the director of Borovansky’s Company in its final 
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months was a reflection of the Williamson Company’s belief in the long-term viability of the 
growing Australian taste for British ballet. 
Under Peggy van Praagh’s direction, the Borovansky Ballet finished performing in 1961.  
At the curtain speech for the company’s final performance on February 18, van Praagh made a 
plea for future support for Australian ballet ventures. Harold Holt, the Government’s Treasurer, 
happened to be in the audience that night. Holt approached van Praagh after the performance to 
pledge his work on behalf of Australian ballet with the provision that she was to remain at such a 
venture’s helm (Sexton 125). In this informal exchange, van Praagh’s place as The Australian 
Ballet’s director was sealed. Holt’s work, in collaboration with dancers’ petitions to the 
Australian Elizabethan Trust, soon secured federal funding. In September 1962, an 
amalgamation of former Borovansky Ballet and other Australian dancers joined to establish the 
federally supported Australian Ballet (Pask, Ballet 111).  
Although TABS opened two years after the Company, the School wasn’t an 
afterthought. Peggy van Praagh started working toward the establishment of a National School 
even before the Company first convened. In her early plans for the School, she naturally turned 
to her colleagues in its British counterpart, the Royal Ballet School, for advice and inspiration. In 
1962, van Praagh communicated with Arnold Haskell, the director of the Royal Ballet School, 
for advice. In van Praagh’s “Notes of a conversation with Arnold Haskell, CBE Director of the 
Royal Ballet School” dated 17 May, van Praagh records details about the RBS’s set-up that range 
from curriculum practices, to courses of study, to the importance of having an in-house canteen. 
During the interim between the Borovansky Ballet’s closing and the establishment of The 
Australian Ballet School, van Praagh also traveled to Russia to observe the classes of the Bolshoi 
Ballet School. Dame van Praagh’s biographer Christopher Sexton describes van Praagh as being 
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impressed by the “[t]he extraordinarily high degree of self-discipline the dancers exhibited, a 
level of such intense concentration van Praagh had not witnessed before in any Western ballet 
company or school” (132). By the time The Australian Ballet School opened for business in 
1964, van Praagh’s research had already laid the groundwork for the English and Russian 
influences that would soon dominate the School’s organization.  
Further reinforcing the British aesthetic and innovative approach was the selection of 
Margaret Scott to be the School’s founding Director, a position that she would hold until 1990. 
Scott was a success story of Examination-based British syllabi’s far-reaching standards; she 
received her early RAD training in South Africa before establishing herself as a successful 
professional dancer in England with the Sadler’s Wells Company. 27 “Like all the colonies, as we 
were known then [ . . . ] anybody of education ended up in London, so I sort of started in much 
the same way as any Australian would” (Scott 24 June). She arrived in Australia with Ballet 
Rambert in 1947 where she soon garnered a reputation as a respected dancer, pedagogue, and 
choreographer. Scott had her own school in Melbourne, which she had inherited from Peggy 
Sager and Paul Hammond in 1953 (Sager 1994), and Scott had created choreography for Ballet 
Guild and Ballet Victoria.28 She offered regular classes during the morning for professional 
dancers as well as her afternoon program for children. In the months between Borovansky’s 
closure and the establishment of The Australian Ballet, Scott organized regular classes for the 
dancers in Melbourne who were temporarily out of work. 
Margaret Scott’s approach to the establishment of The Australian Ballet School’s 
initially two-year course was to develop a flexible curriculum that incorporated exposure to 
many different arts disciplines. Scott was basically given free rein over the education of talented 
students who arrived the school. As she describes it, “I was incredibly lucky. I was given an open 
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book and told to get on with it.” Scott describes the formidable challenge that she faced in the 
first year of the program: “[it] was really experimental [ . . . ] and it was a matter of someone 
working it out, and giving a whole, complete training” (24 June).  
Dame Margaret Scott was personally familiar with the Royal Ballet School system, and 
she says that its methods were not the basis of the TABS course selection. Instead, she 
remembers relying on conversations with van Praagh about what skills the director desired in 
future Australian Ballet Company dancers. The curriculum that grew out of these talks varied to 
match the changing needs of the company and availability of guest teachers. Scott recalls courses 
in visual arts, music, drama, cross training, practical anatomy, and American modern dance 
forms. Scott directed as much available money as possible into the travel expenses and salaries of 
guest teachers from overseas. The fashion during this era was for dancers to travel to Europe to 
work with major teachers there – Scott rejected this fashion as unhelpful for the School. She 
reasoned that paying to send a student overseas on scholarship only benefitted that student, 
while paying to bring a teacher to the School would benefit the entire population of the school.  
Among the esteemed pedagogues that Scott brought to the School were several 
practitioners of the Vaganova system. Scott recalls that British choreographer John Cranko 
recommended Vaganova expert Marika Besobrasova as a highly effective teacher, so Scott 
brought her to the School. Besobrasova provided Scott with a persuasive introduction to the 
Vaganova system. Scott described her impressions of the Vaganova system to me in an 
interview: 
 It was an anatomical system. It wasn’t a syllabus system [ . . .] [Vaganova] 
actually studied the body, and this was, I think, the big innovation. And it came 
out all over the world [ . . .] If you look at [Ballets Russes era] technique, it was 
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nothing. You know, the leg didn’t go above ninety degrees, the arabesque was 
the ironing board arabesque, you know what I mean, and the turn-out was from 
the feet only. (24 June) 
Determined to share the technical priorities that Scott found to be so advantageous in 
Besobrasova’s Vaganova methodology, Scott continued to bring guest teachers of the Vaganova 
system to Australia, including Eugene Valukin, Asaf Messerer, and Jurgen Schneider. The 
teachers taught at the School and toured throughout Australia to conduct seminars (Scott). 
Scott found that the technical standards in many schools started to rise as more teachers began 
to study the Vaganova system in response to these seminars.  
Since 1964, the School’s program has expanded its scope from a two-year “finishing” 
program for teenagers into an eight-year comprehensive pre-professional curriculum. The 
training methodology seems to have a Vaganova architecture, British clarity, and uniquely 
Australian style. Students in years 1-3 attend TABS after their academic school day ends. 
Beginning in Year 4, students attend TABS full-time, receiving academic credentials through the 
Victorian College of the Arts Secondary School. During my seven weeks at the School, I had the 
opportunity to watch all levels of classwork, to speak informally to many teachers and students, 
to conduct several formal interviews, and to observe student rehearsals and performances. The 
School’s Director, Marilyn Rowe, was a member of the inaugural TABS class in 1964, and so she 
represents a continuity of purpose from Dame Margaret Scott’s ideas. Working on the 
foundation of Scott’s principles, Rowe’s leadership has steered the school toward today’s holistic 
approach to ballet training.  
The centerpiece of the School’s holistic approach is its dedicated Health Team, which 
currently includes a full-time Kinetic Educator, Psychologist, Ballet Coach, Exercise 
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Physiologist, and consulting Massage Therapist, Dietician, Doctors, Strength Coaches, and 
Physiotherapists. The Health Team works to support students’ needs; students are taught to 
address their small pains or discomforts immediately so that chronic overuse or strength 
imbalance doesn’t progress into injury. The Team meets regularly to discuss students’ needs and 
concerns. During my time at the School, I saw several students’ issues being addressed from a 
variety of perspectives. This commitment to general well being prepares the students for The 
Australian Ballet’s correspondingly healthful approach.  
The School’s commitment to well being supports the Company’s changing aesthetic. 
Artistic Director David McAllister emphasizes his preference for healthy, strong dancers. 
McAllister cites the organization’s commitment to well being as a major factor in its 
extraordinarily low rate of stress fractures – just one in the last ten years. The low incidence of 
stress fractures is probably related to a general preference for health over slenderness. McAllister 
prefers a more muscular look for the dancers, as compared to the thinner aesthetic at other 
similar national companies. He thinks that “Australians [want their] men to look like men, 
women to look like women,” and he considers the employment of healthy and athletic looking 
dancers to fulfill this requirement. McAllister surmises that this preferred ballet aesthetic might 
be a reflection of the general popularity of men’s and women’s sports competitions throughout 
the country (4 August).  
The School continues to re-imagine ballet education by integrating the latest findings in 
education and learning into its program. The School’s Head of Teacher Training is Sheryl Bates, 
who is a career educator, but who is new to the ballet classroom setting. Bates hopes to translate 
new findings in learning research into the ballet classroom. Bates’ work is likely to challenge the 
traditionally authoritarian, teacher-centered methods of ballet pedagogy at the school, an 
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unusual prospect.29 The Health Team continues to seek innovations in training as well. New 
exercises and cross-training methods are introduced as they prove effective. As the School’s 
Kinetic Educator, Janet Karin maintains an active involvement in the Dance Medicine 
community as the Vice President of the International Association for Dance Medicine and 
Science. Karin’s ongoing research emphasizes injury prevention, somatic practices, and motor 
efficiency. 
The curriculum inside of the ballet classroom at TABS has a distinctively matter-of-fact, 
open style and an obvious connection to the Vaganova system. In the first three years of training, 
students are taught by Vaganova Academy graduates Irina Konstantinova and Sergey 
Konstantinov. I observed that these early classes emphasize atomization of ballet movements in 
general. Specific importance is placed on a Vaganova conception of weight placement, 
épaulement and port de bras. Older students work with teachers primarily from Australia (Megan 
Connelly, Tristan Message, Joann Michel, Lynette Wills, Lisa Pavane, Michela Kirkaldie, and 
Dale Baker) with additional classes from teachers from China (Xiuyun Tang and Jiahong Wang) 
and Russia (Slava Zalomski joined Irina Konstantinova and Sergey Konstantinov.) As the 
students move into adolescence in the fourth, fifth and sixth years, they begin to include the full 
ballet vocabulary, with an emphasis on coordination, full-body movement, and increases in 
strength and flexibility. During these years, clarity of form and anatomical safety are emphasized 
over difficult or complex movements. In the final years of training, students’ work emphasizes 
facile directional changes, control and strength, and artistry. Classwork becomes increasingly 
difficult in the final years, as students strive to translate their earlier fundamental movement 
patterning into complex enchaînements. The most advanced students constitute a performance 
group called The Dancers Company. The Company tours major productions throughout 
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Australia with guest artists from The Australian Ballet Company in the principal roles. 
Throughout the curriculum, men and women are given training that emphasizes gender-specific 
movement vocabularies, with sex-segregated technique classes beginning in the fourth year. 
Women have a daily class in soft technique shoes and separate classes in pointe technique. Men 
supplement their technique classes with strength training that is specially designed to prepare 
them for partnering. The men are trained using special weights, developed by Janet Karin, that 
move slightly when lifted to emulate the instability of a human body. 
Like most of its private studio counterparts in Australia, TABS evaluates its students 
through formal, regular assessments. My time at the School, between mid-May and the end of 
June, corresponded with the preparation for and administration of a midyear assessment for full-
time students. I observed students’ struggles to prepare, memorize, and improve their 
performance of assessment material. From the beginning of the class until its end, the 
assessment material is arranged so that students can perform the class without stopping. On 
assessment day, the students face a jury that includes School Director Marilyn Rowe with other 
staff members. Students meet individually with Rowe to discuss their performance. If a pupil is 
not meeting the School’s high standards, she or he is given specific skills to work on. If a pupil 
continues to struggle, she or he might be dismissed from the program. Although RAD and 
Cecchetti work aren’t used at the School, many of the older students come into the program 
having already studied one of these syllabi, so the performance of evaluated classwork is not new 
for many of them, although the stakes are decidedly higher and the competition fiercer.  
The incorporation of a jurisdiction that is internal to the School signifies that ballet 
expertise for the School resides within the School itself. The internal jurisdiction at TABS is 
apparent in the use of a distinct TABS syllabus, the reliance on staff as the assessment’s jury, and 
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the choreography and arrangement of assessment work by teachers. Down the hall from the 
School’s studios, students can see their balletic Ideals, in the form of The Australian Ballet 
Company, at their daily work. The Australian Ballet School is, firstly, a training ground for the 
Company. Students’ first aspiration is to learn to dance in the style of the Company dancers so 
that they can move down the hallway. This relationship is not unique to Australia; when any 
school is established to produce professional dancers for a specific company, the location of 
students’ balletic Ideal naturally situates itself within the company’s ranks. Although this is a 
simple matter of career advancement for students, the Ideal might have a different location for 
the professional performers and artistic staff. The internal assessment program at TABS is also 
not uniquely Australian; the Paris Opéra, for one, has a notoriously competitive internal 
assessment system.  
While The Australian Ballet School has built itself on the foundation of its British and 
Russian heritage, it seeks to move beyond its past into new territory that the staff matter-of-factly 
describe as representing forward progress. It is this belief in the School’s agency as a creative 
pedagogical organization, empowered to re-think and improve ballet pedagogy for Australian 
children, that marks the school as having undergone an important transition: no longer a 
mirrored image of an Ideal from Elsewhere, the School has become an authentically original 
conception that actively develops existing methods into the production of its own Ideal. The 
School’s internal jurisdiction and its Health Team are manifestations of this change. It is in the 
School’s confident inventiveness that the program is the most renowned vocational exemplar of 
Australia’s general national trend toward the new intra-national consciousness in assessment-




3.4 (Re)Locating Authority: The Location and Relocation of Balletic Truth 
To thoroughly understand an art, it is necessary to learn its sources and to follow its 
development to the highest possible and attainable point of perfection; thereby reaching the 
capability of judging what is still to be accomplished and the best method of going about it [ 
. . . ] It should never suffice that a teacher of dancing earn a living, nor that a ballet-master 
please the public; each should strive to elevate his art and raise its morals. (3) 
–Friedrich Albert Zorn 
Grammar of the Art of Dancing, 1887, translated 1905 
 
While some Australian pedagogues continue to locate ballet archetypes in the West and others 
have re-localized their ideals to Australia, the convention of the formal, comparative assessment 
has endured. Whether systems are imported, traded intra-nationally, or even confined to a single 
school, the examination has persisted as a trademark of Australian ballet training. The 
examination gives teachers and students an opportunity to demonstrate that despite perceived 
or actual isolation, standards are being upheld and benchmarks are being reached. No matter the 
ascribed location of the ballet archetype, students use the examination as confirmation that they 
are working successfully toward embodiment of an aesthetic Truth. This progressive dance 
toward Truth is practiced and performed through the execution of increasingly complex 
enchaînements. Through the examination process, the location and relocation of ballet’s Truth 
has marched steadfastly alongside British Australia’s journey from colony to commonwealth to 
today’s whispers of republican sentiment.  
 Throughout my time in Australia, I observed that examinations represent many 
teachers’ renegotiations of the balletic Ideal’s location. Some teachers cede jurisdiction to those 
from Elsewhere, others exchange jurisdiction with other Australians, while others say, “bugger it 
all” and confidently developed their own methods of accessing Truth. Ballet training always 
involves an exchange of trust for Truth; the student brings trust, the teacher provides access to 
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Truth. Students want to learn “the rules” and “the right way” to dance. So, when Australians 
choose to study ballet, they unwittingly situate themselves within this conversation about the 
location of balletic Truth. In students’ quest for ballet’s technique and style, where should they 
look to find their arbiter of Truth?  In England? In Australia? At their school? In their own 
bodies? Is ballet’s Ideal an eternal thing, accessible to all, an eternal thing that some have a better 
approximation of than others, or something dynamic that changes as it travels through time and 
space? As we have seen throughout this chapter, Australians have negotiated these questions 
through the choices that they make in the structuring and arbitration of their examinations.  
Since the first British examinations in Australia in the 1930s, formal syllabus work has 
become an important convention in Australian ballet education. When ballet education first 
became popular in Australia, aspiring ballet teachers had to learn the craft of teaching ballet from 
Elsewhere, and it was logical that they should turn to their cultural icon, England, for this 
education. Examination syllabi have changed over time to reflect increasing confidence in local 
expertise,30 but the prevalence of the British syllabi endures. The amorphous relevance of these 
syllabi has varied by region, time period, and teacher. No matter what system they choose to 
embrace, in their relative isolation from other Australian ballet students, examinations and 
assessments continue to provide Australians with a means of quantifying their progress in this 
danced progress toward some Truth. 	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1 I heard many secondhand stories about this approach to the syllabus work. Marilyn Jones 
presented me with a firsthand account: Jones’ first teacher, Tessa Maunder, was an avid student 
of the RAD system. Jones recalls that Maunder, who taught in Jones’ hometown of Newcastle, 
traveled annually to Sydney to study with RAD teacher Lorraine Norton. Maunder stayed one 
level ahead of her pupils in this way (16 June). 
2 RAD examiner Kathleen Danetree famously had a five-year Examination tour of Australia in 
1941. World War I made it unsafe for Danetree to return to Western Europe, so she simply kept 
circulating through Australia until it was safe to do so (Watkins et al). 
3 This transcendent Ideal motivates my choice of words in the Introduction, when I describe 
myself as a “disciple” of the form. 
4 An underlying axiom of my study is that the balletic ideal changes to correspond with cultural 
changes. Some ballet teachers would disagree with this axiom, instead claiming that the Ideal is 
immutable and that some eras simply do a better job of approximating the Ideal than others. 
5 The British Ballet Organization was established in 1930 by Edouard Espinosa and Louise Kay. 
The BBO is still active today, although it seems to not be an especially popular syllabus in 
Australia. The organization’s early history is tangled with that of the RAD, which is unsurprising 
given that Espinosa was instrumental in the founding of both organizations.  
6 This was the case at Tanya Pearson’s school in Sydney. Pearson told me that the examinations 
provided an important opportunity for goal setting for her students, even though she didn’t find 
the material itself to be necessary for the students to learn.  
7 I claim that Cecchetti is “British” today insofar as its headquarters are in London; the system’s 
originator was Italian, and Cecchetti Ballet Australia has recently started to offer a children’s 
syllabus that varies from the British version. 
8 Janet Hagisavas, in her video Visions of the 21st Century: Cecchetti’s Enduring Concepts Relative to 
Classical and Modern Dance evaluates the Adagio exercises of Cecchetti insofar as they relate to 
concepts from Modern Dance, including a mobile torso. Some of the exercises would look 
positively Cunningham-esque to many American modern dancers today. 
9 Cecchetti’s exercises were published by the founders of the British version of the syllabus, Cyril 
W. Beaumont and Stanislas Idzikowski in 1922 as The Cecchetti Method of Classical Ballet: 
Theory and Technique. Unfortunately, Idzikowski’s later falling out with Beaumont makes the 
verity of the details of this publication unclear, as “Idzi” claimed that the publication was not 
entirely true to Cecchetti’s exercises. Athol Willoughby recalls that when taking classes with Idzi 
in London, the teacher’s frustration with Beaumont manifested itself in his presentation of 
classwork. Idzi was clearly incorporating Cecchetti’s ideas in his classwork, but he refused to 
acknowledge the inclusion because of his continued disillusionment with the misuse of 
Cecchetti’s name (Willoughby). 
10 This was the case for well-known Queensland teacher Mary Heath. Heath had been trained 
outside of the syllabus system, but took examinations as certification of her knowledge (Heath). 
11 What constitutes successful implementation? High passing rates, many students taking high-
level exams, and awarded honors from examiners seem to be frequently touted verification of 
such. 
12 Students at VCASS can choose to either continue their Cecchetti or RAD certification when 
they arrive. This is similar to Kylie Hunter and Tanya Pearson’s approaches at their respective 
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schools, although VCASS is perhaps unique in having access to several very well known 
Cecchetti teachers, of which Anne Butler is the most renowned. 
13 More recently, Christine Walsh has developed a Vaganova-based system for after-school 
students at the Australian Conservatoire of Ballet. The system has been franchised to schools 
throughout Asia. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to interview or observe Ms. Walsh, but her export of 
Australian ballet pedagogy represents a new direction for ballet training trade to Australians: 
export rather than import. Walsh’s work deserves future careful study.  
14 Innovation & Business Skills Australia (IBSA) houses these new qualifications, which were 
created with the support of Ausdance.  
15 One example that Jones gave to me of such a change was that she removed all pirouettes at the 
barre, which she feels can result in more bad habits than good skills. 
16 It could be argued that ballet training is precisely about recreating past ways of dancing, a 
collection of folk dances that were codified as court dances that have gradually accumulated  
stylistic and technical changes over time. The question is: is the classical ballet vocabulary 
anachronistic, or a set of useful movement tools, capable of being divorced from meaning?  
17 Martyn lives in a nursing home today and is no longer teaching. I interviewed Janet Karin, who 
benefited from Martyn’s early ideas about teaching vocational ballet, and two other dance 
teachers who knew her through her later work for recreational students, Dianne Parrington and 
Jane Andrewartha. Martyn’s collection of papers at the National Library of Australia provided 
further direction in my unraveling of Martyn’s philosophically diverse pedagogical journey. 
18 The details of the dissolution of Martyn’s school and company are murky. Laurel Martyn has 
included a letter from G. Rees Jones to students in her papers. The letter is annotated with a 
handwritten date, 15 Oct 76, and a note in matching handwriting, presumably that of Martyn, 
which says  “The End! 1976.” The text includes this rather cryptic information: “It should be 
clearly understood that there will be a Victorian Ballet School in the future, and anyone who 
suggests otherwise is merely rumour-mongering[ . . . ] I expect that there will be in the future a 
Victorian Dance Company but arrangements for that company must necessarily be delayed until 
such time as final arrangements are made for the establishment of the School” (Martyn The 
Papers). 
19 TAFE institutes are tertiary schools that provide vocational, rather than university, 
certifications. 
20 This reversal is probably surprising to readers with a ballet background. Martyn’s logic is clear 
on this matter, but it is very unusual to gradually reduce speed in ballet pedagogy in this way. I 
have not seen any other method of teaching ballet that approaches the problem of establishing 
movement patterning in children in quite this way. 
21 A copy of The Karin System is available, with permission, from the National Library of 
Australia’s Manuscript collection. I was fortunate to have access to Janet Karin’s personal copy. 
The text includes a thorough explanation of the philosophy of the System and detailed 
descriptions of the concepts to be introduced at various levels. The appendices include the 
elements of the ballet vocabulary that correspond to each level. 
22 Karin’s students included Joanne Michel, who now teaches at The Australian Ballet School, 
and Ross Stretton, who was formerly the Artistic Director of The Australian Ballet Company. 
23 van Praagh biographer Christopher Sexton records that as early as 1958, a committee of 
Australian ballet pedagogues and dancers had approached the Australian Elizabethan Theatre 
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Trust about the potential development of a governmentally subsidized ballet company. The 
group included Sally Gilmour, Margaret Scott, Laurel Martyn, Rex Reid, Paul Hammond, and 
Geoffrey Ingram (118). 
24 Peggy van Praagh received an Order of the British Empire, earning the title of Dame, in 1966. 
Throughout this thesis, I refer to van Praagh with her title of “Dame” when I am speaking of her 
after 1966, and as Peggy van Praagh when I’m referring to events in her history before she 
received this titular honor. I follow the analogous scheme for Dame Margaret Scott, who 
received her OBE in 1976. 
25 Craske had trained with Cecchetti personally. She went on to run the Maestro’s London 
school when he moved to Italy for the final years of his life. 
26 Dame Peggy van Praagh had worked as the Artistic Director of the second touring company of 
The Sadler’s Wells Ballet. She is rumored to have come to Australia via Ninette de Valois’ 
recommendation to the J.C. Williamson Company, although this recommendation has been 
difficult to fully substantiate. Van Praagh and de Valois had a somewhat tumultuous professional 
relationship, and van Praagh is rumored to have said that her initial posting in Australia was 
something of a banishment from the British ballet realm. 
27 When I was studying the archives of The Australian Ballet at the National Library of Australia, 
I found a very well loved copy of the RAD syllabus in Scott’s files. Although the RAD 
examination system was not a method of training at TABS, it is possible that the RAD syllabus 
had been very important to Scott at some point in her career. 
28 Janet Karin recalls the epiphany that she had upon seeing the streamlined legs of Dame 
Margaret’s students when Scott worked with Laurel Martyn’s group. These dancers impressed 
upon Karin the beauty of the new “look” of British ballet. See 2.4 (1 June). 
29 Bates noted that ballet education continues to lag behind academic education in terms of 
findings in education research. Ballet’s oral heritage leads most teachers to teach as they were 
taught, rather than seeking out scientific ideas about how the brain and body process 
information. 
30 Cecchetti Ballet Australia has its own Australian syllabus for children’s levels, even exporting 
this “grade” work to U.S. Cecchetti teachers. 
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4 THE QUEST FOR THE “GOLDEN PLIÉ”: CULTURAL CRINGE AND JOURNEYS WEST  
Ever since convicts had been transported for the term of their natural life, and settlers, 
soldiers and merchants had crossed the seas, the return to Britain had been culturally 
important. It was almost a natural inversion of the original banishment of convict exile or 
even just colonial separation. For the earliest generations of settlers (but not for the 
Aboriginal people whose continent they had invaded), the islands of England, or its Celtic 
periphery, were home. (2)   
–Stephen Alomes 
When London Calls, 1999 
 
To talk about ballet in Australia is to talk about a dance of Empire. Australians learned about 
what ballet was, why it was a desirable form of study and connoisseurship, and what a 
performance “should” look like through its robust interaction with the British touring circuit and 
correlating press coverage. As Australians became more interested in studying ballet themselves, 
they turned again to England to learn pedagogical approaches to the form. This relationship 
positioned Australian ballet classrooms as subservient to British methodologies. Despite later 
Australian pedagogues’ methodological self-sufficiency as evidenced by the successful 
innovations of The Australian Ballet School, Janet Karin, Laurel Martyn, and other Australian 
pedagogues, the paternalistic relationship between the two countries’ ballet traditions has not 
entirely disappeared. Even as some Australian teachers have worked to develop local Australian 
methods, others continue their work from a perspective of presumed British superiority. 
The first two chapters of this thesis have considered “Australian ballet training” to 
include only ballet training that has occurred in Australia, but this is an incomplete picture. Since 
the earliest days of Australian ballet pedagogy, Australian ballet students have sought training in 
the West, especially in London. These trips to the West are a  “training of Australian ballet 
dancers,” and should therefore be included in any discussion of “Australian ballet training.” 
Students’ journeys have been motivated by a variety of economic and cultural factors. The most 
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common of these influences has been a general mistrust of Australian teachers and an 
expectation that Western European classrooms will either remedy any shortcomings of the 
Australian approach or will provide validation of the training that the student has received in 
Australia. In these expectations, Australian students perpetuate a deeply embedded Australian 
relinquishment of cultural supremacy to the British in which Australia’s colonial position makes 
“Australianness” less valued than “Britishness.” 
Australian Ballet Company Artistic Director David McAllister affectionately describes 
Australian dancers’ desire to travel for study and work overseas as “the search for the golden 
plié.” McAllister’s “golden plié” is a symbol of the fabled technical prowess of those in the West, a 
prowess that is believed to occur because of its non-Australian location. Elsewhere is presumed 
to be better, because “anything that comes from overseas must be better, because it comes from 
overseas” (McAllister 4 August). Theorist A.A. Phillips, writing in 1958, coined the term 
“cultural cringe” to describe this phenomenon of artistic, intellectual, and social Australian self-
effacement. Although scholars have recently questioned the contemporary relevancy of the 
term,1 I found that the phrase, and the sentiment behind it, is still in active use by Australian 
ballet pedagogues to describe students’ contemporary and historical motivations for seeking 
study in the West. 
While Australia’s filial position within the Commonwealth is readily evident Down 
Under through the continued importation of syllabi from the RAD and ISTD; “Up Over,” in 
England and Western Europe, the perpetuation of this power hierarchy is more difficult to trace. 
Australian students’ travels to Western Europe are disconnected and unique. I cannot begin to 
approximate how many students have traveled to the West, how many have stayed there as 
expatriates, or how many have returned to Australia. The experiences of these students have 
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varied widely: ballet students have traveled to London by themselves, in loosely organized 
groups, or with the assistance of well-publicized scholarships; they have recorded their travels in 
a journal, in letters home, in an oral history at the National Library, or not at all; they have 
continued dancing, or they have gone into some other profession. These variables make it 
impossible to summarize the motivations or meanings of ballet students’ journeys to the West. 
While dancers who travel for training have not been examined as a unified group, Stephen 
Alomes’ 1999 When London Calls: The Expatriation of Australian Creative Artists to Britain deals 
with similar journeys by artists of various other disciplines and provides useful context for my 
exploration of dancers’ journeys.  
Clearly, I am unable to present a unified description of these trips here. Instead, I 
position “golden plié” quests within the specific requirements of ballet pedagogy and the general 
cultural phenomenon of cultural cringe. I provide specific examples of these trips and I consider 
the relevancy of these examples within the context of my thesis. I suggest that while Australia’s 
cultural and geographical distance and isolation from the West have continued to motivate 
similar travels throughout Australia’s ballet pedagogy history, the perceived outcomes of the 
journeys have changed markedly over time. I conclude this section with a series of questions 
about the potential usefulness of a postcolonial model in further analysis of these journeys. 
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4.1  The Necessity of Presence: Problems with Ballet Training in Isolation 
As a teacher, I am certainly aware of the fact that photographs and words are limited in their 
ability to communicate several important aspects of dance training. Emotional 
expressiveness, musical nuance, and the rhythmical characteristics that differentiate one 
movement from another (or, more simply, the rhythmical nature of movements in general) 
are almost impossible to convey in pictures [ . . . ] Ballet technique, whose essence is 
movement, must be learned in the dance studio, where “hands-on” assistance and the 
physical example set by the teacher are available. (2) 
–Gretchen Ward Warren 
Classical Ballet Technique, 1989 
 
Australian students travel to England for the same reason that British examiners travel to 
Australia, so that Australian students can gain physical access to British methodologies. This 
physical access happens through the person of an established Western European teacher in the 
first case and a traveling pedagogue in the second. In both cases, Australian students present 
their dancing to the teacher from the West in order to gain new information “in person.” This 
physical exchange is a vital part of any culturally authentic,2 style-specific ballet education. 
Unlike other disciplines, for which the creative product is expressed on a canvas or in a book, 
ballet resides in a body’s movements. The form’s kinesthetic specificity necessitates a teaching 
process from one body directly to another. This necessity of presence has undoubtedly 
heightened perceptions of isolation within Australian ballet classrooms, consequently 
motivating students’ journeys to the West. While artists and intellects from a variety of 
disciplines have expatriated from Australia to London, the primacy of physical contact for a 
ballet student empowers their journeys in a different way. 
It is impossible to learn ballet from the pages of a book.3 A book can be a useful tool for a 
ballet student or teacher: it can provide drawings or photographs that give moment-by-moment 
instructions for how a movement should look, it can provide imagery and analogies that attempt 
to evoke a quality of movement, and it can list exercises for a student to try. But none of these 
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features can teach a pupil how to dance. The student’s best mimicry of a printed shape is only 
the impersonation of a pose, rather than the embodiment of a movement. The student’s rote 
repetition of written exercises might in fact be repetition of a movement patterning that the 
author would never have intended.  
It is nearly as difficult to learn ballet by watching a video. Certainly, in this case the 
quality of movement is much more apparent than it is in a book’s series of still images, but the 
instructional ballet video has unique disadvantages. A student’s personal interpretation of a 
video’s content, the simulation of a complete enchaînement or variation for example, is unlikely 
to include an accurate adaptation of muscular activation for the pupil’s own body. The mimicry 
of a video usually involves the student’s aped presentation of how watching the movement 
makes them feel, which is usually not the same thing at all as moving in a way that evokes that 
feeling. Furthermore, videos concretize abstract notions of ideal movement in the body of its 
taped subject(s), thereby recasting a taped dancer’s personal trait or error as, not merely fact, but 
idealized fact: Truth.   
The physicality of ballet is most directly and efficiently taught through the in-person, 
two-way classroom exchange between teacher and student. This exchange is importantly two-
way and in-person. Its bi-directionality, as with any teaching situation, ensures that the teacher, 
seeing a student’s misunderstanding of an exercise or movement, can clarify or modify through 
additional information and exercises. Such adjustments are more difficult for a student in a 
mono-directional learning environment; such a student is too invested in completing and 
experiencing the movements to objectively analyze their performance. The physical presence of 
the teacher with the student is perhaps uniquely vital to movement instruction. The teacher can 
use touch to give additional information to the student. This physical feedback allows the body 
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to pass this information to the mind about the kinesthetic sense of “correctness” that it (the 
body) is learning. Touch has long been a tool of ballet training, and although its forcefulness and 
intention might vary from teacher to teacher, some of whom provide gentle direction while 
others strike or contort students’ bodies with sticks, canes or hands,4 its advantages have kept it 
from falling out of favor. A student who must learn only through observation must translate a 
conception of observed movement from their mind into the action of the body; a student who 
also learns through touch can experience the sensation of “correctness” physically, which will 
allow the student to mentally catalog that sensation for future repetition. 
Given the essential nature of personal classroom interaction in ballet instruction, it is 
unsurprising that advanced Australian students have sought prolonged physical access to the 
most esteemed pedagogues. Having already determined that superior methods of ballet training 
existed Elsewhere, especially in England and Russia, it is likely that Australians were frustrated 
by their erratic opportunities for in-person contact with non-local experts. The written materials 
that local teachers relied on, such as syllabus updates, magazines, and books, formed an 
incomplete picture at best of what was going on in the West. The annual or bi-annual visits by 
syllabus examiners were insufficient to fill in the gaps left by such publications.  
Even within Australia, concerns about isolation from other Australian schools 
predominated. Australia’s large and small population centers were scattered over a vast distance 
that was difficult to traverse. This distance made the physical movement of ballet teachers within 
Australia uncommon; Australian ballet classrooms were seemingly as isolated from each other as 
they were from their British counterparts. Australians counteracted this sense of local isolation 
by attending examinations, festivals, and competitions that could bring young dancers from 
different parts of the continent together. The arrival of the examined RAD and Cecchetti syllabi 
119 
in the 1930s brought dancers from nearby schools together for their examination work. Regional 
arts competitions, called eisteddfods5, were another common means of providing dancers with 
physical access to one another and to other teachers’ ideas. Kylie Hunter describes eisteddfods; 
“[T]here are vast spaces between the cities [ . . . ] you might get one ballet company [in town] a 
year [ . . . ] I think that it can be very isolating. I suspect that the eisteddfod culture is [a way of] 
trying to keep those networks going” (22 July). Hunter emphasizes the importance of eisteddfods 
in Australian culture in terms of this potential for overcoming isolation, rather than in their 
competitive capacity. 
Harry Haythorne recalled how intra-Australian isolation motivated his decision to travel 
from Adelaide to England in 1949: “At that time, although Borovansky and Kirsova had already 
started in Sydney and Melbourne, there was so little interplay between the cities, …that I really 
didn’t know much about them. And it really set in my mind that I should go to England” (20 
June). Haythorne’s ignorance of dance activities within Australia, his desire to travel to England, 
and his comparatively greater knowledge of dance in England underscore the extent to which 
cultural cringe was experienced by mid-century Australian ballet students. Haythorne, like many 
of his Australian ballet contemporaries, combatted the isolation that he felt at home by seeking 
further training in London, the only seemingly logical destination. “As far as we were concerned, 
we really didn’t know much about Broadway [ . . . ] we certainly didn’t know about Paris [ . . . ] I 
mean, London was the place to go” (20 June). 
The importance of physical contact in ballet training coupled with Australia’s isolation 
from the rest of the world’s ballet population compelled students’ travels to the West. For all of 
the benefits that British syllabi had in mitigating distance for Australians, the physical contact 
that students had with the British examiner was often insufficiently protracted for students’ 
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achievement of their professional goals. In London, these dancers could have continuous 
interaction with the teachers they most admired. Such students would also acquire the British 
training that would elevate their status when they returned to Australia, an advantage that was 
dictated by the persisting attitude of cultural cringe. 
4.2  Dancing Cringe: Cultural and Economic Subservience to London 
Australian social, cultural and professional institutions placed the English and British 
originals at the apex of the pyramid of status in the Dominion Culture. First, British training 
and development, later British and imperial honours [sic], capped Australian achievements. 
A British elite view, shared by many Australians in the arts and the professions, was that the 
Australian cities were as much provincial extensions of London as were Bristol or 
Birmingham. (8) 
–Stephen Alomes 
When London Calls, 1999 
 
The belief that the “golden plié” could be found in a London classroom was a manifestation of 
the philosophical underpinnings of British Imperial expansion. Australia’s filial positioning in the 
British Empire gave its white settlers an overall sense of inferiority to England. The colonial 
status of Australians had negative connotations within the Empire that extended beyond the 
basic political definition of the word; Australians were culturally, as well as politically, subjugated 
through this positioning (Alomes 7). For Australians eager to learn ballet, the highest 
representatives of the art form could only be found in London, at the “apex of the pyramid of 
status” (8). 
 The pyramidal structure of the British Empire, with its apex in London, had been the 
paternalistic justification for the Imperial project. As colonies became independent countries, 
the philosophy underlying this hierarchical structure endured. London represented the highest 
cultivation of behavior, speech, writing, art, and dance. The rest of the scattered British 
settlers/invaders and their offspring were at best “provincial extensions” of the London Ideal. In 
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short, the hubris that had justified world domination now persisted in its reverse image within 
the minds of Australians through cultural cringe (Ashcroft et al 11).   
For mid-century Australian artists, A.A. Phillips’ “cultural cringe” phrase perfectly 
captured a deeply embedded anxiety regarding Australia’s artistic development. In the London-
focused model, Australian culture seemed to be inadequate and coarse. For artists and 
intellectuals eager to become culturally relevant, expatriation was the logical solution. Historian 
Stephen Alomes describes the lure of the West for these expatriates:  
Many Australians learned a colonial cultural cringe which demanded that they 
distance themselves from the uncultured tones of their Australian selves [ . . .  ] 
This habit of ‘culturally cringing’ associated status and significance with 
‘overseas’, particularly with London achievement, influencing both the 
psychology of expatriation and of Australian cultural activity. (9) 
In distancing themselves from Australia, Australians were denying a part of themselves, “their 
Australian selves.” They were endeavoring to become less “colonial” by leaving the colonies. 
David McAllister says that Australia’s great distance from London fed into this “isolation 
paranoia,” which suggested that anything “overseas” was necessarily of a higher quality; 
Australians thought themselves too isolated to rise to the level of those “overseas.” In short, in 
the aftermath of Empire, ballet was perceived to be better Elsewhere simply because it was 
Elsewhere; Australian ballet was perceived to be “less than” simply because it was Australian.  
An especially noteworthy epidemic of cultural cringe plagued Australian dancers in the 
1930s as the Ballets Russes tours reinforced ballet’s association with the “high” culture of 
London theatres. In this cultural climate, which increasingly favored the local development of 
professional ballet, a strange debate emerged: were Australians “suited” for ballet in the first 
122 
place? From a 21st century perspective, this seems to be a strange question to ask6– weren’t white 
Australians eagerly adapting many different facets of British culture, in part to reinforce their 
determinedly British tastes? Why should ballet be any different than tea or cricket in its 
appropriation? The question of suitability for ballet was taken very seriously by 1930s 
Australians, and this seriousness would seem to suggest that the bodies and minds of Australians 
were perceived to be too “colonial” for the “high” art of ballet. Australians might choose to act 
British, but could they embody Britishness sufficiently to perform ballet? 
Regarding the question of suitability, balletomane Arnold Haskell answered in the 
affirmative in The Advertiser in 1937, noting that Australian dancers were “promising”  (qtd. in 
“A Balletomane” 10) and, in The Courier Mail in 1936, that they “were well built, with good 
dancing feet, a fine sense of keen intelligence,” lacking only “experience and observation, either 
in travel or through frequent visits of overseas companies” (“Ballet Dancers” 13). A few years 
later, Colonel de Basil was quoted in the Australian press as disagreeing with such an analysis, 
declaring Australians suited to be “footballers yes, ballet dancers no” (qtd. in Sorley-Walker 
213). The Colonel was reacting angrily to proposed Actors Equity regulations that would have 
required that no more than ten foreign dancers should be employed for any Australian 
performance; this requirement would have necessitated that de Basil hire a troupe of Australian 
dancers for all of his corps de ballet work in future tours. A terrible maelstrom followed de Basil’s 
denouncement of Australians’ suitability, and the impresario, perhaps fearful of losing his 
admiring audience, quickly backtracked. The Colonel did eventually employ four Australian 
women7 so it is unlikely that he actually believed Australians to be incapable of performing ballet 
vocabulary.  
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 This argument over “suitability” had important ramifications to its participants. For 
1930s Australians, ballet was clearly desirable. By the time that de Basil made his comment, 
increasing numbers of children and young women were already actively learning ballet in 
classrooms throughout the country. The argument against “suitability,” then, foregrounds the 
perceived provinciality of Australia; Australians might be able to learn and perform ballet, but 
the argument seemed to be that they were too uncouth to match the “high” style that British 
ballet demanded.  
 Colonel de Basil’s “suitability” claim reveals how cringe is manufactured in what 
postcolonial theorists Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin call the “monocentric” British cultural 
structure (11). For de Basil, British settlers/invaders to Australia were too far removed from 
Britishness to appropriate the British cultural form of ballet. Furthermore, de Basil’s “suitability” 
claim clarifies the status that ballet holds by the 1930s in England; ballet represents high British 
culture, and it is only available to the adequately British.  
 While de Basil’s comment engages with the question of a body’s suitability, postcolonial 
writers have recorded a similar tension between imported language and adequacy.  
[Colonial settlers] established a transplanted civilization which eventually 
secured political independence while retaining a non-Indigenous language. 
Having no ancestral contact with the land, they dealt with their sense of 
displacement by unquestioningly clinging to the belief in the adequacy of the 
imported language – where mistranslation could not be overlooked it was the 
land or the season which was “wrong.” (Ashcroft et al 25) 
In this case, words are inadequate to describe a place for Australian writers; the place is 
subsequently blamed for this inadequacy. For Australian ballet dancers, de Basil heightened an 
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existing Australian anxiety that any mismatch between Australian culture and its embrasure of 
ballet was a fault at the level of the bodies of the dancers, rather than suggesting the inadequacy of 
ballet as a meaningful cultural form for Australians.  
 Colonel de Basil essentially proposes that ballet can act as a litmus test for the body’s 
dancing position within the civilized/savage dyad. This dialectic emerges from Lewis Henry 
Morgan’s three-part social evolutionary model, proposed in his 1877 Ancient Society. Morgan 
classifies cultures as evolving from savagery to barbarism to civilization (3). In such a model, 
ballet can be used to uphold the monocentrism of the Empire8: there are those in the Empire (in 
London, for instance) who are “suited” to ballet (the civilized/cultured), and those whose less-
civilized (i.e. savage) status make them “suited” only to football. Within this theorization of 
ballet as a reinforcer of the civilized/savage dialectic, Australian dancers’ desire to travel to 
London simultaneously validates their civility and partially erases the savage blemish of their 
colonial status. 
  The effects of cultural cringe on ballet training in Australia extended beyond individuals’ 
attitudes; cringe was reinforced through a variety of economic structures, which Alomes 
collectively names “economic cringe.” These structures simultaneously funded British cultural 
institutions and their export to Australia while less generously supporting their Australian 
counterparts. The resulting model upheld the hegemonic culture of the Empire while coaxing 
and/or forcing colonial artists and intellectuals to gravitate toward London. 
 Cultural industries were centralised [sic] in the metropolis of London, at the 
expense of the small capitals of the less populous colonial societies. This 
concentration frustrated and impeded the elaboration of cultural institutions in 
Australia [ . . . ] Cultural centralisation [sic] seemed to confirm that Australia 
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was a frontier or bush society, oriented towards the pioneering emphasis on the 
physical, valuing material over cultural achievement. Expatriates were pulled to 
London by career possibilities in writing, music, theatre and journalism. 
Simultaneously, they were pushed away from Australia by the lack of such 
professional opportunities, by the unsophisticated level of development, and by 
the absence of an appreciative audience in Sydney or Melbourne, Brisbane or 
Perth, Hobart or Adelaide. (Alomes 8) 
These dynamics were definitely essential to the expatriation of Australian ballet students in the 
mid-20th century, most of whom traveled to London to finish their training and then to search 
for jobs. As the century progressed, economic cringe became less of a factor for some dancers. 
Australian ballet began to establish itself as economically viable and culturally relevant, a change 
which consequently altered Australian ballet students’ outlook on the outcomes of their 
journeys in pursuit of the “golden plié.”  
4.3  Journeys in a Changing Landscape: In Search of an Ideal  
Necessarily, The Australian Ballet is dealing with a European heritage, which it cannot, 
unless it throws the whole thing out the window[ . . .] avoid. 
–Harry Haythorne  
Interview, 20 June 2011 
 
Australian ballet students have constituted a continuous stream of artistic traffic to London for 
over one hundred years. Yet, Australia’s ballet landscape has shifted seismically during this 
century. While cultural cringe has persisted as an underlying motivation for these trips, Alomes’ 
economic cringe has been more or less of a factor in various circumstances. The influence of 
economic cringe has been contingent on fluctuations in the respective employment 
opportunities for dancers in England and Australia; most recently, the maturation of the 
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professional job market in Australia has decreased economic cringe’s pull of dancers to the West. 
Today, students continue to travel to London, or elsewhere in Western Europe, in search of 
McAllister’s “golden plié.” These students, still anxious about their isolation and saturated in 
cringe, are often surprised to find that their Australian training has been more than sufficient for 
the demands of classes or careers in Europe (McAllister). This revelation contradicts Australian 
dancers’ cringe by confronting them with the stand-apart legitimacy of their own Australian 
ballet tradition. 
One very early and notable member of the “golden plié” quest lineage was well-known 
Melbourne pedagogue Jennie Brenan. Brenan traveled to London in 1901 to study with 
Alexandre Genée, the uncle of famous Danish ballerina Adeline Genée. Brenan went on to make 
annual trips back to London with her sister Eileen. During their travels, the two would continue 
their own education and recruit new teachers for their school in Melbourne (McCalman). 
Jennie Brenan befriended RAD founder Adeline Genée through these trips, and their association 
had a definite bearing on Brenan’s later advocacy for and presidency of the RAD in Australia.   
As the twentieth century progressed, ballet training became an increasingly popular 
activity in Australia. Dancing teachers in Australia had to learn methods for teaching ballet 
somehow, and for many Australian-born teachers, trips to London provided physical access to 
this information. Brenan’s turn-of-the century trip to England was one early example of such 
trips by pedagogues. Vocationally minded Australians who were studying with these teachers in 
turn traveled to the Western Hemisphere themselves. Full-time ballet employment did not yet 
exist in Australia, so economic cringe inspired this ricochet of sorts between Australia and 
England. In this to-and-fro, Australians, such as Brenan, went to England to learn how to teach 
the increasingly popular ballet; concurrently, English ballet teachers, such as Lucie Saronova, 
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settled to teach in Australia, and their students subsequently returned to England to complete 
their education and gain employment as performers. One early participant in this exchange was 
Laurel Martyn, who traveled as a young adult to England in 1933 to continue her training there 
with RAD founder Phyllis Bedells. 
World War II upset the rhythm of this exchange. With the outbreak of war, travel 
between Australia and London became dangerous. Australians had to rely on the training that 
was available Down Under, fortified through the immigration of Ballets Russes dancers escaping 
the war. Australian opportunities for professional ballet became more stable during this era with 
the establishment of commercial companies by Kirsova and Borovansky. The formation of these 
companies changed the meaning of ballet students’ subsequent trips to the West; vocational 
students could become professional ballet dancers in Australia, rather than traveling West for 
employment.  
The professionalization of ballet in Australia disrupted the authority that economic 
cringe held over Australian dancers, but it did little to dissuade students from traveling to 
London in the post-war years. The Ballet Rambert’s tour in 1947 popularized the new British 
aesthetic, and advanced students flocked to London to absorb this new way of doing ballet. As 
Athol Willoughby describes it, London was the destination for his contemporaries, recalling that 
in 1958 “I went to London, like we all did in those days” (27 May). A few major mid-century 
teachers in London and Paris, several who were themselves émigrés of the 1917 Russian 
Revolution, subsequently inspired many Australian students. This group of pedagogues 
included: Cecchetti Society founder Stanislas Idzikowsky9; Russian pedagogues Olga 
Preobrajenska, Lubov Egorova, Vera Volkova and Mathilde Kschessinska10; various Royal 
Academy teachers11; Anna Northcote12; and Audrey de Vos.13 These teachers collectively had a 
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major effect on training methods in Australia; mid-century Australian ballet students studied 
with these pedagogues, subsequently returning home with changed embodiment of balletic 
principles. Additional scholarly attention will reveal the extent of these pedagogues’ 
contributions to ballet throughout the British Empire; such a project is beyond the scope of this 
thesis. 
Mid-century Australian students’ training journeys had a variety of outcomes. Harry 
Haythorne told me that while he traveled to London in 1949 for training, he ended up staying in 
Western Europe to build his performing career before returning to Australia to direct the 
Queensland Ballet (20 June). Marilyn Jones won a scholarship from the Australian magazine 
Women’s Weekly in 1955. The scholarship provided Jones with the opportunity to study at the 
Royal Ballet School, after which she performed with the Royal Ballet and other European 
companies before returning to become a founding principal artist with The Australian Ballet. 
Athol Willoughby returned from his 1958 trip to London having already decided to establish a 
Cecchetti method ballet school, eventually becoming one of Australia’s most celebrated 
Cecchetti pedagogues (27 May).   
The erratic performing schedule of the Borovansky Ballet Company, which sometimes 
closed down entirely for months at a time, motivated some Borovansky dancers to travel to 
London to stay in form. Peggy Sager and her husband, Paul Clementin Hammond, traveled 
regularly to London during the periods that Borovansky’s company wasn’t performing. The pair 
studied with some of the most famous ballet pedagogues of the era; Sager finished her RAD 
qualifications during these trips. They also managed to build a successful English commercial 
career through their work on the film The Red Shoes and in performances for The Metropolitan 
Ballet, later returning to Australia to perform with the Borovansky Company. Sager and 
129 
Hammond finally settled in Melbourne to start their own school (Sager 1994). In the interim 
between the closure of Borovansky’s company in 1959 and the 1962 establishment of The 
Australian Ballet, a large group of Australian dancers were out of work, and several of these 
dancers spent their months of unemployment in the Western Hemisphere (Jones 16 June).  
Since the establishment of The Australian Ballet, economic cringe has become 
somewhat less of a factor for training journeys; Australian students can choose to train for an 
Australian, rather than European, career. Ballet dancers could find full-time employment 
through the national company, at The Queensland Ballet (established in 1960), or at West 
Australian Ballet (established in 1952).14 Although these companies have counteracted 
London’s economic “pull” for many Australian dancers, the three companies do not have 
enough openings to employ the many professional-level Australian students who are seeking 
work each year. Young ballet students therefore continue to travel to Europe for a final year or 
two of training, hoping that this training will develop into full-time work. Tanya Pearson has 
standardized this process of expatriation; she takes a group of students on an international tour 
each year, auditioning them at various schools and companies throughout Europe.  
David McAllister says that dancers who go in search of the “golden plié” today often 
realize that their training is actually very good – that they already possess a “golden plié.” This 
revelation of an individual dancer overcoming their personal cultural cringe has influenced 
dancers for several generations. Marilyn Jones told me that she was surprised to find how well 
prepared she was for classes at The Royal Ballet School when she arrived there in the 1950s. She 
was expecting to find the training at the RBS to be more intense, especially in terms of pointe 
work frequency (16 June). The City of Sydney McDonalds Eisteddfod Finals, the most recent 
name for the same award that Marilyn Jones won in 1955, continues to provide scholarships for 
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ballet students to continue training overseas.15 I do not have any data about the perceptions of 
more recent winners of this award, but Australians’ success internationally would support the 
hypothesis that they find themselves to be well prepared by international ballet standards. 
International perceptions of Australian training have become increasingly favorable over 
time, thereby upsetting Australian notions of cringe. Australian Ballet dancers Marilyn Rowe 
and Kelvin Coe were surprise Silver Medal winners at the 1973 International Ballet Competition 
in Moscow, and were crowd favorites as well. More recently, Australian Ballet School student 
Hannah O’Neill won the illustrious Prix de Lausanne in 2009. O’Neill recently accepted a short-
term contract with the Paris Opéra Ballet, a rare offer from the Opéra, which has historically 
preferred to hire students only from its own school. Ashleigh McKimmie won the Cecchetti 
International Classical Ballet Competition in 2011, the second Australian in so many years to do 
so. Shane Batchelor, an Australian national who had her performing career at Nederlands Dans 
Theatre, finds that “Australian dancers overseas generally have an excellent reputation, for their 
discipline” (28 May). In an especially meaningful testament to this “excellent reputation,” 
London’s Royal Ballet School has been directed by Australian Gailene Stock since 1999; this 
inversion of authority symbolically erases cringe by placing a “colonial” pedagogue in control of 
the most elite ballet training institution in London. Clearly, Australian training has become an 







4.4  A Postcolonial Model: Ballet’s Place in the Imperial Project 
A major feature of post-colonial literatures is the concern with place and displacement. It is 
here that the special post-colonial crisis of identity comes into being; the concern with the 
development or recovery of an effective identifying relationship between self and place [ . . . 
] After all, why should the free settler, formally unconstrained, and theoretically free to 
continue in the possession and practice of ‘Englishness,’ also show clear signs of alienation 
even within the first generation of settlement, and manifest a tendency to seek an 
alternative, differentiated identity? (9)  
– Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin 
The Empire Writes Back, 1989 
 
Throughout this chapter, I have explored quests for the “golden plié” in terms of conventions of 
ballet pedagogy and Australian notions of cultural cringe. I have commented upon the impact of 
the philosophical underpinnings of Imperialism in order to reveal the extent to which a 
monocentrically British worldview if often implicitly accepted by authors and dancers. A deeper 
consideration of the implications of these quests will require a model that, in addition to 
revealing these structures, directly challenges them by offering a competing polycentric 
postcolonial description of ballet pedagogy’s development. I offer here a few suggestions as to 
the usefulness of such a model. I am fully cognizant that I will raise more questions than I will 
answer in the paragraphs that follow, but I feel that these questions are absolutely essential to a 
fuller consideration of the Australian search for the “golden plié.” 
In their influential 1989 treatise, The Empire Writes Back, Australian theorists Bill 
Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin defend, describe, and extend a postcolonial 
theorization of the British Empire’s literature. Their seminal work describes how language 
supports the pyramidal Imperial structure. 
One of the main features of imperial oppression is control over language. The 
imperial standard education system installs a “standard” version of the 
metropolitan language as the norm, and marginalizes all “variants” as impurities 
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[ . . . ] Language becomes the medium through which a hierarchical structure of 
power is perpetuated, and the medium through which conceptions of “truth,” 
“order,” and “reality” become established. Such power is rejected in the 
emergence of an effective post-colonial voice. (Ashcroft et al 7) 
The book’s focus is on the dynamic exchange of power implemented through control over 
written language, but the posited postcolonial methodology extends naturally to encompass a 
study of control over other cultural forms. In the case of a movement language, such as ballet, 
the implications of a postcolonial model are especially potent. 
While the written English language is the “medium through which conceptions of 
‘truth,’ ‘order,’ and ‘reality’ become established,” ballet training and performance perpetuate a 
way of physically being “true,” “ordered,” and “real” for postcolonial dancers. Ballet training is a 
physical re-formation of the body and reformation of the mind: muscles are stretched and 
strengthened in specific proportions; movements are regulated to comply with cultural aesthetic 
values; conceptions of grace and beauty, symptoms of the transient balletic Ideal described in 
the last section, become so engrained that they cease to be hypotheses and develop into 
foregone conclusions. While control over the English language implies control over truth-
conceptualization, control over the performance of ballet implies control over truth-
embodiment. People who study ballet from an English perspective in a postcolonial nation, such 
as Australia, thus train their bodies to be more than a means of postcolonial expression; they train 
their bodies to be postcolonial in their physical actuality and expression.  
A postcolonial theorization of the relationship between Australian and British ballet 
training methods needs to take into account the historical relationship between the two 
countries. Cultural theorist D.E.S. Maxwell partitions colonies into two categories: the settler 
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colonies, such as Australia, Canada, and the United States of America, which are characterized 
by transplantation of large populations of colonizers from Europe; and the invader colonies, 
such as Nigeria, India, and Kenya, which do not exhibit such a transplantation, instead relying 
primarily on the control of native populations (Ashcroft et al 24). In this partitioning, ballet is a 
settler-dance; ballet has gained popularity in settler colonies much more so than it has in invader 
colonies. Why ballet training has become so popular in Australia and other settler colonies while 
avoiding transplantation to invader colonies is a question of the utmost importance, deserving 
careful consideration in future scholarship. 
As I alluded to in the Introduction, Australian ballet’s association with the white 
oppressor/settler/invader makes its extraction from the imperial project impossible and 
inadvisable, but nor do I wish to re-colonize Australian ballet by re-subjugating it to its British 
source. The problem that emerges is how to choose language that describes the unique 
positioning of Australian ballet training methodology in its in-between-ness. Australian ballet is 
not merely a colonial derivative-version of “more civilized” British methods, but it was originally 
derived from British methods, and has evolved into something that is uniquely Australian while 
maintaining some aspect of its British roots. Australian ballet, like other postcolonial cultural 
forms of the invaders is not merely a derivation, but it is also derived; it is uniquely Australian, 
but a product of imperial imposition. It slips between the categories, and in doing so demands 
new categories. This elusiveness from categorization is not unique to ballet; postcolonial 
theorist Gillian Whitlock describes the unique positioning of “‘white-writing’ in settler spaces” as 
requiring a specific approach from postcolonial scholars that works to describe a similar liminal 
positioning (66).  
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If control over Australian ballet during the 20th century is taken to be a physically 
enacted exercise of power through the creation/perpetuation of a British kinesthetic Truth, it 
might be useful to consider reformulating ballet as a physically enacted Foucauldian discourse.  
Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin’s description of the relationship between truth and power within 
such a Foucault/Said conceptualization could well have been written about the relationship 
between the RAD or ISTD and Australian ballet pedagogues. 
Truth is what counts as true within the system of rules for a particular discourse; 
power is that which annexes, determines, and verifies truth. Truth is never 
outside of power, or deprived of power, the production of truth is a function of 
power and, Foucault says, “we cannot exercise power except through the 
production of truth.” (qtd. in Ashcroft et all 167) 
Is it possible to create a 21st century model that describes Australians’ embodiment of Truth, 
through ballet, in postcolonial terms? Is ballet necessarily a means of colonizing bodies, or is the 
virtuosic agency granted by the technique a vehicle of liberation? This conundrum points to 
what Deepika Bahri calls the “telling sign” of the presence of “post” in “postcolonial.” “Obliged 
to resort to self-definition and a future trajectory in terms derived from the structural systems of 
European modernity in both cases, the ‘post’ of postcolonial is a telling sign of the contradictions 
and ambiguities that attend both in the quest for ‘independent’ articulation” (53). Australian 
ballet’s “’independent’ articulation” is, as Haythorne says, still “necessarily dealing” with its 
European heritage. A postcolonial model will allow for Australian ballet pedagogy to assert itself 
in a postcolonial sense while articulating itself in a sometimes-colonizing movement vocabulary. 
Embracing the both/and of the post-independence Australian embodiment of British Truth 
through ballet training will allow for ballet in Australia to be both colonizing and an 
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independently valid site of postcolonial study. Students’ ongoing search for the “golden plié” will 
be both a manifestation of colonial cultural cringe and their own independent journey toward 
understanding their body’s limitations within ballet’s inherently idealistic philosophy. All ballet 
students go on a quest for the “golden plié,” but some students confine this search to the 
confines of their own body, while others travel halfway around the world in pursuit of their Ideal.  	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1 Leonard John Hume’s 1993 “Another Look at the Cultural Cringe” published online at the-
rathouse.com, is one of the most comprehensive refutations of the cringe that I can find. Graham 
Huggan, writing in 2003, notes that  “The much agonized-over ‘cultural cringe’ is now 
considered by most Australians to be an irrelevant issue, although it still resurfaces from time to 
time in local debates over national core culture or, more obliquely, in contemporary geopolitics” 
(27). 
2 It is certainly conceivable that a person could develop some other system of movement 
through the study of books about ballet, but it is unlikely that movement qualities that are 
interpreted from the book are likely to match the preferences for movement qualities by the 
book’s author; words about dance are necessarily incomplete, else why would we dance? 
3 Some teachers do try to teach ballet directly from a book, and this practice seems to be 
especially common in small country towns in Australia, where the teacher might have very little 
contact with advanced ballet, but wishes to provide ballet instruction to the community. Such 
teachers seem to rely on imported syllabi as the basis of these courses. David McAllister’s early 
dancing education, with Evelyn Hodgkinson in Perth, was this sort of “out of the book” 
instruction. 
4 Most ballet instructors today abhor such forcefulness, but it was deemed to be effective by 
specific teachers in various eras. The argument against such violence, besides its obvious 
disregard for the student’s well-being, is that it instills fear and pain, which are certainly 
unhelpful to the performance of a dance form that requires ease and grace. I find such an 
approach to probably represent an out-of-date approach to movement training in that it assumes 
that the body is an out-of-control, lazy entity, quite separate from the mind, which needs to be 
whipped into shape through any and every means. Such an assumption, I think, has been 
disproven by the many ballet instructors who have had great results without such methods. 
5 An eisteddfod is a Welsh festival for the arts. Australians have adopted the word, along with the 
tradition, for their regional arts competitions. 
6 From a 21st century standpoint this entire exchange seems absurd. The only “requirements” for 
“suitability” for the successful performance of ballet are that a person be physically and mentally 
capable of learning, memorizing, and performing the movement vocabulary of classical ballet, 
and that adequately coordinated people are likely to be found among any sufficiently large 
population. However, this does not mean that every person or every culture wants to learn ballet. 
It is, as with any dance, based on specific norms and values that might not “translate” cross-
culturally (Kealiinohomoku 40). 
7 According to Pask, these were Phyllida Cooper, Alison Lee, Valrene Tweedie, and Dorothy 
Stevenson (Enter158). 
8 Morgan’s contemporary Edward Burnett Tylor summarizes this model and its use of the terms 
“barbarism,” “savagery,” and “civilization” and their relationship to art and knowledge: “From an 
ideal point of view, civilization may be looked upon as the general improvement of mankind by 
higher organization of the individual and of society, to the end of promoting at once man’s 
goodness, power, and happiness. This theoretical civilization does in no small measure 
correspond with actual civilization, as traced by comparing savagery with barbarism, and 
barbarism with modern educated life. So far as we take into account only material and 
intellectual culture, this is especially true. Acquaintance with the physical laws of the world, and 
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the accompanying power of adapting nature to man’s own ends, are, in the whole, lowest among 
savages, mean among barbarians, and highest among modern educated nations. Thus a transition 
from the savage state to our own would be, practically, that very progress of art and knowledge which 
is one main element in the development of culture” (27, the emphasis is mine).  
9 Both Athol Willoughby and Harry Haythorne recall studying with Idzikowski. Willoughby’s 
description of “Idzi’s” classes is wonderfully evocative: “I used to go Idzi for about six months. 
Every day – every day for six months [ . . . ] if you needed to be made fast in the brain, Idzi was 
the place to go. His classes started at [ . . . ] 11:00. And they were in a huge church hall in 
Kensington. It was immense, it was like a drill hall really. And there was a great big clock on the 
wall like this [shows with hands] and when the hands went on to 11, Idzi started. And when the 
two hands got together at 12, that was it. In that time, we’d done a seven-minute barre. I used to 
time it by the clock. We’d done the port de bras, and two or three center practice exercises. 
Probably three or four adages, five or six pirouette exercises, and ten or eleven allegros” (27 May 
2011). 
10 Peggy Sager’s oral history at the National Library of Australia includes detailed descriptions of 
these classes by Russian émigrés, as does Ballets Russes star Irina Baronova’s. Jane Andrewartha 
kindly gave me access to some of Laurel Martyn’s personal papers, which included transcriptions 
of Egorova’s classes. 
11 Many Australian RAD teachers-in-training traveled to London to receive their more advanced 
certifications, some of which could not yet be awarded in Australia.  
12 Willoughby recalls the glacially slow pace of Northcote’s classes, which happened in Margaret 
Craske’s former studio. 
13 Janet Karin recalls that ballet pedagogue Valerie Grieg, author of Inside Ballet Technique, 
brought back de Vos’ ideas about “squareness” of the hips to Australia.  
14 Although QB and WAB preceded the establishment of TAB, their state-sponsored status often 
places them in a secondary position to the nationally sponsored Australian Ballet. 
15 I had the opportunity to watch the finals of this competition at the Sydney Opera House. The 
finalists, all with professional potential, performed classical and contemporary solos to vie for the 
scholarship money. 
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5 CONCLUSION: SEARCHING FOR AUSTRALIA’S NATIONAL IDENTITY IN THE BALLET 
CLASSROOM 
Australian art is best regarded as all art carried out in Australia, whether inspired entirely by 
place or not at all. (223) 
–Geoffrey Serle 
From Deserts the Prophets Come, 1973 
 
Yet all too often nationalist criticism, by failing to alter the terms of the discourse within 
which it operates, has participated implicitly or even explicitly in a discourse ultimately 
controlled by the very imperial power its nationalist assertion is designed to exclude. (18) 
– Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin 
The Empire Writes Back, 1989 
 
In my application to the Australian government’s Department of Education, Employment, and 
Workplace Relations for an Endeavour Research Fellowship in July 2010, I proposed a three-
pronged course of study:  
My research will examine ballet technique in Australia from three perspectives: 
first, the technical details as to how Australian ballet technique has developed 
historically out of the fertile milieu of the Cecchetti, RAD, Borovansky, 
Bournonville, Ballets Russes, and Vaganova influences; second, how Australians 
teach and think about ballet technique today; and finally, how Australian ballet 
technique creates a unique Australian persona onstage.  
These three components of my research were designed to “get at” Australian ballet pedagogy 
from three different perspectives: through historical research, classroom observation, and 
theoretical analysis, respectively. I have spent the majority of this thesis engaging with the first 
two of these research areas: I have explained how ballet pedagogy arrived in Australia and 
described the conventions that have become common in Australian ballet classrooms. I have 
extended the definition of Australian ballet pedagogy to include the training of Australian 
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dancers overseas; and I have questioned how Australia’s relationship with England has 
interacted with all of these aspects in its development. What I have not considered is the part 
that Australian ballet pedagogy plays in the construction of Australianness. In this concluding 
chapter, I consider Australian ballet pedagogy and the performance of national identity. The 
analysis of the question of “how Australian ballet technique creates a unique Australian persona 
onstage” and its inherent assumptions deserve a more complete examination than I include 
here; while I may not provide a satisfactory answer to the question, I will explore the complexity 
that arises through its asking.  
Throughout this thesis, my analysis has relied on an implicit assumption that Australian 
ballet pedagogy is collectively distinctive and worthy of study. This postulation is rooted in 
postcolonial studies; Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin call such an approach “a ‘national’ or regional 
model, which emphasize[s] the distinctive features of the particular national or regional culture” 
in a formerly colonized nation (15). Although it is impossible to extract Australian ballet training 
from its historical reliance on the British ballet tradition, I have proposed that the Australian 
tradition be liberated from its status as a diminutive version of the British methodology. 
Describing Australian ballet pedagogy as being a “child of” or “branch of” the British tradition 
narrows the scope of Australian ballet tradition such that it exists only through its demonstration 
of cultural subservience to British expertise. Such a narrow view disregards the many instances of 
Australians’ interrogation, rejection, and subversion of British expertise, as well as the growing 
impact of independent innovation by Australian pedagogues. In the national modeling process 
described by Ashton, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Australian ballet pedagogy’s historical ties to England 
remain justifiably pertinent without controlling other influences or innovations. 
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The national model has definite advantages, but it can also encourage the production of 
a caricature. Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin describe how a national model can tend to generalize 
a culture’s intricacies, producing a mere sketch of the complex reality: 
The study of national traditions is the first and most vital stage of the process of 
rejecting the claims of the centre [sic] to exclusivity [ . . . ] However, 
nationalism, in which some partial truth or cliché is elevated to orthodoxy, is a 
danger implicit in such national conceptions of literary production. The impetus 
towards national self-realization in critical assessments of literature all too often 
fails to stop short of nationalist myth. (17) 
The national model encourages the redirection of scholarly research toward an acentric 
perception of a post-imperial world, but in so doing risks nationalist stereotyping and this 
elevation of cliché to orthodoxy. This danger becomes especially acute here as one interrogates 
the embodiment of “national characteristics”; what other site is more frequently parodied or 
caricatured than the body? In attempting to describe an “authentic” embodiment of Australian-
ness through Australian ballet training, I risk confining the many different experiences of the 
Australian ballet classroom into two categories: those that are authentically Australian, and 
those that are not. 
To counteract the tendency toward a nationalist stereotyping in this consideration of 
national identity, the categorization of “authentically Australian” ballet pedagogy must therefore 
be carefully constructed. An exclusive categorization would be a convenient way to make broad 
generalizing claims, but it would prove to be ultimately useless as a way of taking into account 
the staggering diversity of experiences in Australian ballet classrooms. For instance, one such 
exclusive categorization might limit “authentically Australian” ballet training to only include 
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those systems created by Australians. Such a limitation is problematic in its very formulation; 
doesn’t all Australian innovation in the ballet classroom necessarily depend on an existing 
Western European movement vocabulary? And who “counts” as “Australian” anyway? Would 
the Borovansky Syllabus, created by Russian national Xenia Borovansky but re-formed by 
Australian Marilyn Jones, be included? What about the Laurel Martyn Dance System, created by 
an Australian national who completed her training in England? In addition to the intricacy of 
such a model’s semantic construction, such an exclusive example is more generally troublesome 
because it disregards the classroom experiences of the thousands of Australian ballet students 
who have been devoted to the completion of British syllabi. The implementation of such an 
overtly delimiting model will rapidly spiral into the type of stereotyping that Ashcroft, Griffiths, 
and Tiffin warn against. 
A more inclusive categorization is essential to a meaningful analysis of the variability of 
reality. In the quotation that introduces this conclusion, Geoffrey Serle proposes one decidedly 
inclusive model for the categorization of Australian art; for Serle, “Australian art” is a category 
that includes all art that happens in Australia. In the case of ballet pedagogy, I think that Serle’s 
model is nearly general enough. For the purposes of this discussion on national identity, I 
consider Australian ballet training to include all ballet training in Australia as well as the training 
that occurs when Australians engage in supplemental ballet training Elsewhere. I propose that 
such a model should rely on a dancer’s self-identification as its delimiting factor; if a dance 
student in a school Elsewhere identifies him- or herself as Australian, then Australian ballet 
training is still happening. If, however, the student ceases to self-identify as Australian, then 
Australian ballet training has stopped occurring. This categorization is cumbersome in its 
inclusivity. However, in allowing for an Australian national identity to “happen” in every sort of 
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ballet classroom, this model makes each student’s experience in Australian ballet pedagogy a 
valid expression of his or her own national Australian identity, thereby removing the demand for 
a single way of “being” Australian. Therefore, this categorization transfers the macro 
postcolonial demand for an acentric world to the micro level of the intra-national. Rather than 
crowning a particular Australian ballet pedagogy experience as “most” Australian, it accepts all 
such experiences as validly Australian.  
Such a shift does not necessitate an abandonment of the question of “national style,” but 
it does complicate the process of drawing conclusions. In doing so I must accept my 
observations of stylistic similarities between schools on their own terms; to extrapolate my 
observations to schools that I did not see would be to miss the point of the inclusiveness of my 
approach entirely. Instead of generating answers, my observations can only illuminate more 
questions. Observed similarities and differences lead to explorations of insularity, cultural 
norms, and aesthetic trends. 
A purely acentric model will weigh students’ experience evenly, whether the student is a 
child who has a recreational class once each week or an advanced young adult in an elite training 
institution who has several classes each day. The observations that I conducted during my 
fieldwork were heavily weighted toward the advanced student. This dilutes my argument to 
favor the vocational experience over the recreational. Such imbalance is counterproductive to a 
postcolonial approach, but it is useful in offering clear data for a first analysis. Pre-professional 
students, who are in search of the “golden plié,” have a clearer embodied articulation of their 
Ideal than do recreational students with less lofty aspirations, for whom a bronze tendu might 
suffice. For this latter group of students the Ideal is of less day-to-day importance, consequently 
it is more difficult to analyze their less-refined idealization of the ballet vocabulary. This is not to 
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say that recreational students should be discounted in the pursuit of ballet-as-marker-of national 
identity, just that the ensuing complexity of the argument, coupled with the imbalance of my 
data, makes its application out of reach for the brief investigation presented here. 
Further complicating this analysis is the existence of a company and associated school 
that are mandated with the production and performance of the national style; The Australian 
Ballet Company and School represent Australianness in Australia and throughout the world. Is 
the style taught by The Australian Ballet School therefore somehow more Australian than the 
style practiced by a school in Brisbane? To claim that this is so would be to contradict the 
proposed acentric model. No, The Australian Ballet School is not more Australian in its 
schooling, it is just more officially so. Similarly, The Australian Ballet Company holds an 
analogously performative position within the Australian consciousness. In an acentric model, 
this positioning-as-representative cannot be ignored.  
I first analyze the role that ballet pedagogy plays in national identity’s embodiment, and 
the identity-building factors of self-perception, regional style, myth-construction, and myth-
performance: What claims have been made to a national “look” in Australian ballet, and what 
factors might contribute to this “look?” These questions need to be addressed with special 
attention to the part that pedagogy has played in their formation. In order to consider how 
Australianness is performed in Australian ballet classrooms, I describe my perceptions of 
commonalities in Australian dancers’ classwork and how these perceptions corroborate the 
comments of several of my interviewees.  These perceptions lead naturally into an investigation 
of the myth of the Australian dancer as an expansive mover. This myth is intriguingly pervasive, 
yet it has not been explored in the few major monographs on Australian dance history.1 
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My analysis throughout this conclusion relies heavily on the performance of style at The 
Australian Ballet School. This has occurred for a variety of reasons2 and is contradictory to my 
claim for the importance of an acentric model.  The exposure of this contradiction is essential; it 
demands a departure, geographically and stylistically, to Queensland. The approach to 
movement that I observed in Queensland3 is markedly different from that of The Australian 
Ballet School. This foray into Brisbane’s vocational ballet classrooms complicates the discussion 
of Australian national identity and substantiates my claim for an acentric approach to national 
style. In the person of a single young student, the monolithic notion of national style that I have 
constructed is obliterated, replaced by an acentric model. The students in the ballet classroom 
are no longer dancing bodies to be measured against The Australian Identity; they are 
transformed into creators of their own identities as Australians.  
5.1 Performing “Australian”: The Specificity of Ballet Training Down Under 
The interesting thing to me is, you go around on the RAD network, you’re doing 
examinations, you’re examining the same syllabus, but it looks different in the various 
countries you go to, because it has a sort of a cultural overlay on it, which is very interesting. 
–John Byrne 
Interview, 23 June 2011 
 
Regional specificity in ballet training occurs organically through teachers’ interactions with each 
other, with ballet performance, and with their students. The necessity of the body-to-body 
exchange from teacher to student, as described in 4.1, lends potency to the preferences of each 
teacher’s physical understanding of ballet. A teacher’s ideas and preferences leave an afterimage 
in the movements and bodies of their students, and this glow reaches through several 
generations of training to touch the students of students, the students of students of students, 
and so on. Groups of dancers and teachers in a region develop a shared style over time.4  
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Australia’s distance from the West has served as a magnifying lens for this process. 
Usually isolated from new ideas in ballet pedagogy from the West, Australian teachers are more 
likely to perpetuate unique practices that have developed locally than might be the case if they 
were to have regular contact with nonlocal ballet teachers.5 Common practices in Australian 
classrooms are shared within Australia more easily than they are shared internationally, with the 
result that Australian students establish a common style. The “look” of Australian ballet is 
difficult to describe, but many of my interviewees agree on its discernibility. Australian-trained 
dancer and pedagogue Shane Batchelor says that she can recognize Australianness when she is 
observing classwork in Europe: 
I visited [Kathryn Bennetts] who runs the [Royal Ballet of Flanders] in Antwerp 
[ . . . ] I picked the Australian dancers [snaps] like that. [ . . . ] There is something. 
There is definitely something there. Where this has come from is obviously a 
mix of many, many things. (28 May) 
Batchelor’s ability to immediately differentiate Australian dancers from non-Australian trained 
colleagues6 is in strong support of a recognizable Australianness that is performed by Australian 
trained dancers. The “many, many” factors that contribute to this style are difficult to extricate 
from this presentation of Australianness. Dame Margaret Scott proposes that studying ballet 
technique is simply a means of gaining facility rather than an enactor of identity. Scott does 
recognize a unique Australian persona, which she identifies as being “uncluttered,” but she 
suggests that the technical aspects of training are more universal than national, and that the 
performance of persona occurs despite, not because of, the dancer’s technical training (24 June).  
I find Scott’s proposition to be alluring but insufficient. Ballet’s reliance on a finite 
movement vocabulary based around an unattainable Ideal does lend it a distinct universality. 
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Once a dancer has received effectively advanced technical training, a dancer from any country 
can take classes in another country without much trouble. The ballet vocabulary does, in this 
way, cross national and cultural borders. Moreover, a dancer’s personality clearly presents itself 
while he or she is dancing; this is clear from the observation of any ballet class, no matter the 
level. As a group of dancers all perform the same exercise, each dancer’s individual approach and 
attitude presents itself despite the similarity of the dancers’ movements. Certainly, shared 
cultural attitudes and values must similarly present themselves in a group of dancers who share a 
culture, and this performance of culture despite ballet technique must be somewhat discernible. 
On the other hand, ballet training programs are not internationally, or even nationally, 
identical despite their shared movement vocabulary. Learning fluency in the ballet vocabulary is 
not the same thing as developing movement patterning preferences that are identical to dancers 
from other regions. Certain steps and skills are prioritized within each school. These skills are 
coupled with specific full-body coordinations that are not necessarily shared internationally. For 
example, in my observations at The Australian Ballet School I saw the repetition and preference 
for flic-flacs,7 temps relevés,8 and pirouettes directly from a full plié9; these steps are practiced in 
American classrooms as well, but not with the frequency that I observed at TABS. More 
generally, exercises in the upper levels at the School had an emphasis on quick changes of the 
body’s facing and prolonged balances on demi-pointe.10 International syllabi do present an 
internationally identical training sequence, but teachers’ approach to the syllabus material can 
lead to various technical emphases and the movement quality that a teacher demands for each 
exercise might vary greatly. In a school with selective admittance, the audition process 
standardizes students’ body types and personalities to some degree, thereby further shaping the 
school’s style.     
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From my observation of schools in Australia, I would agree with Dame Margaret Scott 
that national/cultural/individual personae shine through the ballet vocabulary, but I would 
respectfully add that students’ movement patterning and preferred movement quality are built 
and cultivated to meet a school’s priorities. These trained aspects of a student’s ballet technique 
join the performance of cultural norms and personal traits in constructing both the student’s 
overall style and, collectively, a school’s “look.”  
Schools within a region share training priorities for a variety of reasons. Batchelor 
postulates that these factors can be organized into three categories: the random, the 
sociopolitical, and the cultural.  The random category includes forces that can inadvertently have 
a major impact on ballet pedagogy: a famous teacher might die suddenly, leading to a 
canonization of his or her work or its disappearance; or one teacher’s personal, off-hand 
preference for a particular step could be transmitted and magnified through various students’ 
bodies as regional preference for that step, even without any pedagogical logic on the teacher’s 
part. These random forces are not based on a technical logic, aesthetic preference, or cultural 
norm, but they can nonetheless have a lasting impact on a region’s “look.” The sociopolitical 
category includes world and local events that have prompted the movement of teachers and 
their methods: in Australia, major factors have included the Gold Rush and the rise of the 
middle class; World Wars and the immigration of new teachers; and the country’s close political 
relationship with England, resulting in a preference for British pedagogy. The cultural category, 
says Batchelor, “is a bit harder to pin down, definitely. But there’s something in there that’s 
turning the screws” (28 May). The psychological impact of Australia’s status as a postcolonial 
state has dominated the analysis of Australian cultural influences throughout this thesis, but 
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other cultural norms definitely influence ballet pedagogy, including local gender roles, cultural 
movement norms, and aesthetics motivated by interactions with landscape or place. 
When pressed to describe the stylistic “something” that allowed her to discern which 
dancers were trained in Australia, Batchelor struggled to find suitable words. She finally settled 
on the phrases “intrinsic casualness” and “ of the less precious variety” to describe what she sees 
as recognizably Australian. Several pedagogues stressed the informality11 of the Australian 
movement style. Marilyn Jones described Australians as being “a little bit rougher” (16 June), 
and QUT Professor Evan Jones suggested that “the Western culture in [Australia] is relatively 
new, and that the outcome of that [ . . . ] within ballet, is something that is more challenging, 
more broad, less accepting, more, in a way, rough, but not necessarily rough in a ‘bad’ balletic 
way, but in a more challenging sort of way” (24 August). By “challenging,” Jones seemed to be 
referring to directness of intention among Australian performers that translated into a sort of 
assertiveness or non-conformity. Professor Susan Street described this trait in terms of students’ 
desire to improve, defining her perception of Australian style as being “a bit spirited and a bit 
ambitious [ . . . ] just the commitment that a lot of Australians have to practicing their craft and 
learning a lot about their craft” (11 August). 
My observations support these descriptions of informality, directness, and ambition. I 
found the students I watched to be forthright in their approach to movement. The performance 
of the ballet vocabulary was managed matter-of-factly, and it was rare for a student to be 
tentative. These traits are probably what Batchelor meant when she claimed Australian dancers’ 
propensity to be “less precious.” I had the sense that the difficulty of the vocabulary was not a 
thing to be feared, and that the students had no desire to protect their reputations or egos in the 
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learning process. To my American ballet-trained eyes, the purity of the movement’s intention 
and directness of focus were my first and most lasting impression of what I saw.  
These traits were supported by a scarcity of decorative flourish. The movements of the 
head and port de bras were in strict agreement with the rest of the body; they rarely lingered 
behind or anticipated the rest of the body’s movements. The face’s expressions were generally 
calm and friendly rather than sly or provocative. In the completion of the movement vocabulary, 
this absence of decoration translated into efficiency of movement, again without any part of the 
body lingering or anticipating the overall movement. Overall, without an added layer of flourish, 
the athleticism of the movement was foregrounded. The direct approach to movement, not 
hidden behind embellishment, revealed the muscular aspect of each action in students’ work.  
These descriptions are not meant to suggest that Australian ballet dancers are all direct, 
unaffected, athletic, and informal, rather I found these to be common traits among the students I 
had an opportunity to watch. My observation of the athletic quality that emerges from the 
Australian approach to movement was shared by many of my interviewees. The importance of 
the Australian dancer’s claim to athleticism became clear to me in conversation after 







5.2 Claiming Identity: The myth12 of space-consuming Australians 
At the stage when I was a young dancer, all through my career, I was a mover, [I] threw 
myself from wall to wall, and there were quite a few of us like that, but I was probably the 
most ballistic. And a lot of that has gradually lessened, I feel. Probably because there’s better 
control, but I don’t think it’s only that. I think that whole Russian, Ballets Russes thing, was 
about excitement and movement and then we got a more, sort of, resigned aesthetic maybe, 
and so [ . . . ] it doesn’t hold anymore. But I think you’ll find really interesting things about 
this attitude to space when you’re talking to people.   
– Janet Karin  
Interview, 1 June 2011 
 
When Janet Karin mentioned to me that I was likely to “find really interesting things about this 
attitude to space,” I didn’t fully appreciate her sentiment. As I continued to bring up the 
question of the “Australian style” with various pedagogues throughout my fieldwork, Karin’s 
meaning became clear. Almost every interview that I conducted finally came around to a 
discussion of a unique Australian relationship with space, a relationship that was pervasively 
understood in a common way. I soon realized that an understanding of Australian ballet dancers’ 
interactions with space was fundamental to any thoughtful consideration of national identity in 
Australia.  
All of my interviewees struggled to put the Australian style into their own words, and 
several commented that they felt too close to the style to be sure of why outsiders might perceive 
it to be noteworthy. Almost every one of my interviewees, whether they offered their own 
opinion on the subject or not, did tell me about what others’ perceptions of Australian ballet 
were. Despite their diversity of opinions on other topics, my interviewees’ descriptions of others’ 
perceptions were remarkably similar. In interview after interview, I was told that the Australian 
style was thought to include a generous use of space and a breadth of movement. My 
interviewees also expressed a general consensus as to the environmental and cultural factors that 
might contribute to the development of these qualities; they told me that others perceived the 
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Australian propensity for big and broad movement to be a product of the bareness and 
expansiveness of the Outback, the correspondingly large dance studios throughout the country, 
and the climate’s agreeableness to physical culture.  
Cheryl Stock’s description of this perception was couched in terms of Australia’s ballet 
history. 
Reviewers comment on it all over the world. And they talk about the way they, 
their fearlessness, you know. So even [with] that English training, they don’t 
dance like that. And they’re not sort of that kind of flamboyance either of the 
Russians. But they move big. You know, they move across the stage. They’re 
fearless, really [ . . . ] and we’re a physical nation. So, you know, kids are brought 
up to be physical. Mind you, that’s kind of changing. (6 September) 
Ausdance director Julie Dyson summarized the common theme of these arguments in this way: 
[There is] some sort of accepted wisdom that we have a greater use of space, or 
we use space [ . . . ] or there’s more freedom of the movement because of the 
landscape [ . . . ] a lot of overseas critics have said that [ . . . ] that this is a big, 
wide land, you know, these dancers move with a sort of enormous sense of 
freedom and flexibility and nothing is too hard, and, a lot of international critics 
view us like that. (6 July) 
Dyson’s description of the purported connection between landscape and dancers’ movements 
was a concise summary of what I heard from most of my interviewees. Despite Dyson’s 
especially neat recitation of the myth’s content, she surprised me by subsequently questioning its 
validity. Dyson criticized the myth as representing a “very romantic view” of Australian dancers’ 
style. It is unclear which part of the myth Dyson found to be romanticized; was she suggesting 
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that Australian dancers are not expansive movers, or that the connection to Australia’s landscape 
is a dubious one? Regardless, Dyson was one of very few interviewees to interrogate the myth in 
this way.  
Queensland University of Technology professor Evan Jones also inserted his opinion 
into our discussion of this topic. Unlike Dyson, Jones found truth in the commonality of the 
claim of the space-consuming Australian:  
I think this generality is something that I have observed when I was overseas, 
and what other people have said […that] there is a certain expansiveness about 
Australians in dance. An expansiveness of their breadth of movement, their 
mindsets, and again this is a generality, that I would like to think is associated 
with the country from which we come. (24 August) 
Interestingly, John Byrne, who has observed ballet students all over the world, also approached 
this material in the third person, focusing more on how “people” understand Australian dance to 
be related to Australian climate, although he did insert his own opinion into the discussion. 
[P]eople will say, there’s a sort of athletic sort of strength here, because of the 
climate. That people like to play sport, go to the beach, the climate is conducive 
to that sort of physical activity [ . . . ] I think Australian dancers are sort of noted 
for their energy, for their exuberance. They’re enthusiastic. They’re keen. They 
want to do well. I think they’re highly motivated. They have a sort of a 
spaciousness and breadth of movement, and a certain freshness I think, too. 
Now, where all that comes from, it’s pretty hard to [ . . . ] pinpoint. (23 June) 
These comments from Stock, Dyson, Jones, and Byrne are representative of the recorded and 
unrecorded interactions that I had with pedagogues throughout Australia. In my repeated 
153 
observations of students and the ongoing repetition of similar discussions, I began to wonder if I 
could corroborate these claims. In one of our recorded interviews, Janet Karin asked me whether 
or not I found The Australian Ballet students to be big movers. I was stumped. How should I 
quantify “big movement?” All of the students at the School traveled a similar amount when 
compared to one another – if they were all covering a great deal of space, would I be able to tell 
by watching? Should I use a meter stick to tic off the centimeters covered by a variety of steps, in 
a strange homage to track and field’s long jump? Once I had that data, what should be my point 
of comparison? Australians are perceived to be big movers compared to whom?  
No, the very idea of quantifying space consumption seemed ludicrous, especially given 
that a dancer’s relationship with space is sometimes as qualitative as it is quantitative; a dancer 
might have an expansive movement quality without actually expansively covering ground. My 
American vantage point confused the issue even more. As Athol Willoughby pointed out, certain 
aspects of the Australian style might be shared by Americans.  
I basically have always compared [the Australian school] to the English school, 
to the Royal Ballet and the companies in England. Because, that would be my 
background, and the American ballet: I’d seen the New York City Ballet when 
they came, but it didn’t really ring a bell, that was a long time ago. But when I 
saw it in America, I thought “hey, what’s all this about Australians being all open 
and virile, it looks to me as if they are more in America.” (27 May) 
As I spent more time watching and thinking, taking a meter stick to the problem seemed like an 
increasingly futile exercise, except perhaps to beat the question into submission, a tempting 
prospect.  
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My frustration at how to approach this convention was assuaged when some of my 
subjects treated the topic irreverently as Athol Willoughby did when he told me that, “I’ve 
always been led to believe that Australia was very virile, and that the guys must be so good 
because of the open air and da da da da, all of that [sort] of thing” (27 May), or when QUT 
Dean Sue Street jokingly said, “[e]veryone will say we eat space, blah, blah [ . . . ] and then it’s 
true [ . . . ] I mean, I guess there is a sort of athleticism, although that sounds strange to say when 
you’re talking about dance” (11 August). For both Willoughby and Street, their insertion of 
nonsensical monosyllables simultaneously recast the space-consuming Australian myth and 
disarmed it; the expectation, on the part of both interviewees, was that the myth was so common 
as to not require explanation, but nor was it important or serious enough to warrant full 
engagement. Was this, I wondered, the sort of stereotyping caricature that Ashcroft, Griffiths, 
and Tiffin warn against in the implementation of a postcolonial national model? 
As I continued to encounter similar comments on Australians, space, and climate, I 
began to marvel at the likeness of the language. The notion was always introduced to me in the 
third person; my subjects framed the discourse in terms of what they had heard about Australian 
ballet from others. Thus, our conversation about national style always started with the phrases 
“people say,” “critics have written,” or “everybody agrees.” Intrigued by the common third 
person contextualization of each of these discussions, it seemed likely to me that a critic, 
theorist, or writer had been the first to describe the mythical Australian space-consuming 
dancer, and that my interviewees were essentially unconsciously quoting this source. While I 
have not yet been able to confirm this hypothesis of an original writer as the source of this myth, 
it is worthwhile to consider other potential factors in the myth’s development, even if such 
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writers do exist. I propose three factors that might have contributed to the production of the lore 
of the space-consuming Australian. 
 First, and most obviously, this myth came about because it is often or generally true. 
Perhaps Australian are especially physical, perhaps they are motivated by their landscape to 
travel through space, and perhaps they do travel farther, qualitatively or quantitatively, than do 
other dancers in the same movement vocabulary. Shane Batchelor claims that Australians do 
tend toward athletic, physical activities in her experience because “ we like the feeling of [being 
physical . . . ] liking a feeling is like liking chips. You’re going to go for it” (28 May). Street agrees 
with Batchelor’s sentiment, describing this potential factor as a cultural tendency rather than a 
result of training “it seems we need to move a lot, and fast. Or, we enjoy doing that. I don’t think 
that’s particularly trained into us, although we do talk about using space and not dancing on the 
spot” (11 August). Julie Dyson, despite her general skepticism of the myth, concedes that “you 
go to a country like China and you’re fighting for space, you know, you walk down the street 
here, and you don’t see anybody. You’ve got the whole pavement to yourself. So that’s a reality” 
(6 July). It is true that in Canberra, where I interviewed Dyson, the streets were quiet and empty. 
This was not my experience, generally, in the Central Business Districts of Melbourne or 
Sydney. While I find the overall truthfulness of the argument about space to be difficult to 
corroborate, the general attitude of my interviewees toward the myth was an attempt to 
substantiate it through hypotheses of cultural tendencies in reaction to geographical facts. Even 
as generally skeptical interviewees discounted their personal stake in the myth, they often went 
to great lengths to give me examples as to why it might be true.  
 Another potential factor in the formulation of this myth is that some dancers in the 
recent past did epitomize the myth’s claims, and that these dancers’ movement tendencies 
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somehow came to stand for the Australian dancer within the Australian ballet community. 
Marilyn Rowe and Janet Karin, both associated with The Australian Ballet throughout its 
history,13 are two dancers who are likely to have had this kind of influence.  Rowe, who was a 
principal artist with the Company beginning in 1970, was famous as a big mover. As Janet Karin 
remember, “[Marilyn Rowe] as a young dancer was very energetic, unbridled, threw herself from 
one side of the stage to the other [ . . . ] Very exuberant and just this freedom of movement 
rocketed out of her. And she was very exciting to watch” (8 June). This description of Rowe’s 
movement quality is nearly identical to the descriptions of the mythical quality of the Australian 
dancer that I heard during my research. 
Rowe gained international fame in 1973 when, with partner Kelvin Coe, she won the 
Silver Medal at the International Ballet Competition in Moscow. The two later returned to 
Russia as guest artists with the Bolshoi (Wells 16). These opportunities for exposure to the 
famously ballet-savvy Russian audiences likely cast Rowe as the every-Australian in audiences’ 
mind. Australian performers’ isolation from the rest of the world likely meant that Rowe’s space-
consuming performance at the International Ballet Competition left a lasting impression. David 
McAllister thinks that Rowe also had an effect on the movement qualities of students within 
Australia, calling her “fearless strength” a “model for the next generation” (4 August). 
Marilyn Jones, a principal artist with The Australian Ballet Company before and during 
Rowe’s tenure, describes Rowe’s dancing quality as springing from “that incredible personality, 
you know, strong personality, strong dancer [ . . . ] she had to be brought back, when she was 
young. To restrain her[ . . . ] But she was, in a way, maybe typical [of Australians]” (16 June). It 
is interesting that Jones, an icon of a refined, pure classicism that was entirely different from 
Rowe’s athletic quality, considers Rowe’s more aggressive approach to be “typical” of the 
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Australian dancer. As National Library of Australia Dance Curator Lee Christofis recalls, Jones’ 
performances were seen by many to be the dramatic and technical pinnacle of Australian 
achievement. Christofis recalls his impressions of the two dancers’ relative strengths. In 
comparing Jones to Rowe, Christofis told me that: 
[Jones] was a more subtle and softer personality onstage. And certainly a 
romantic heroine, her Giselle would leave you heartbroken three times a week [ . 
. . ] Marilyn Rowe in a way was an athletic girl [ . . . ] she danced like a boy, she 
had that kind of attack and energy, and she had the finesse of a good male 
dancer, but once she started dancing roles like Juliet, she became somebody 
totally different, and then, you know by the time she got to doing [Odette/Odile 
in Swan Lake] and [the title role in Giselle], she was a very mature and she was 
very impressive [ . . . but] nobody ever, I think, for a long time caught quite the 
magic of those roles as ‘Jonesie’ did. (21 July) 
So while Jones might have perceived herself to be less quintessentially Australian than Rowe in 
terms of the treatment of space and energy, Jones was held up by Christofis as best capturing 
“the magic” of major classical roles during her generation. Perhaps Batchelor’s assertion that 
Australians “like physicality” is at play here; did Rowe become the model of what performing 
“Australian” looked like over Jones because of an Australian tendency toward preferring physical 
athleticism? Or was Jones unusual during her era, and was Rowe actually “typical,” as Jones 
asserts, of the style of Australian dancers during the 1960s and 1970s? 
 In the quotation that introduces this section, Janet Karin identifies herself as a dancer 
who liked to cover ground and notes that she was not alone in this tendency. “I was a mover, 
threw myself from wall to wall, and there were quite a few of us like that, but I was probably the 
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most ballistic. And a lot of that has gradually lessened, I feel” (1 June). Karin’s comment 
supports the hypothesis that the mythological space-consuming Australian ballet dancer was 
once common and distinctive. In claiming that “quite a few of us” performed in this way, Karin is 
probably referring to The Australian Ballet Company in particular. It seems probable that this 
group of dancers at the Company and critical reactions to them during their various 
international tours fueled the popularity of the myth. 
A third possible contributing factor to the development of this myth is that directors or 
choreographers have sought out athleticism and space-consumption as worthwhile traits in their 
hiring, promotion, and casting of roles, thereby presenting Australian dancers in this light, 
whether or not all Australian ballet students are especially prone to dancing in this way. In other 
words, it is possible that the myth of the space-consuming Australian dancer has been 
constructed or at least abetted by the tastes of a handful of individuals.  Rudolph Nureyev, who 
had a long-standing relationship with The Australian Ballet Company in the years following his 
famous defection from the Soviet Union,14 probably contributed to the myth-development in 
this way. As Janet Karin recalls, “Rudy liked music slower on the whole. He didn’t like the music 
fast, much [ . . . ] generally, he was more for the music being slower because of that Russian 
pushing into the plié, and that sort of thing. And that was good, because it made it more 
expansive, which suited the taller girls, the taller men, too” (8 June). When Nureyev worked with 
the company as a choreographer, these partialities would have featured dancers who were 
expansive movers. 
David McAllister’s hiring decisions in recent years have honed The Australian Ballet 
Company’s style with an increasingly athletic focus. McAllister says that he has consciously 
cultivated an athletic “look” within the Company’s roster (4 August). While McAllister’s 
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approach has not been typical of every director in the Company’s history,15 during his tenure the 
expression of an athletic approach to the ballet vocabulary has been given special emphasis. This 
emphasis is likely to inspire pre-professional Australian students’ to move more athletically, 
thereby perpetuating the observation that Australians move in this way. It is possible that 
McAllister’s preferences are a motivating factor for the athleticism that I witnessed during my 
research; McAllister’s roster represents the Ideal for Australian students hoping to perform for 
their national company.  
 I have briefly proposed three potential historical and cultural factors that might have 
contributed to the construction of the space-consuming/athletic Australian dancer myth. These 
hypotheses are mere speculation seeking to reconcile the myth with reality. It is impossible to 
ever fully differentiate these two things, this belief about Australian dancers and the dancers 
themselves. The pervasiveness of the myth ensures that it interacts with reality in the minds and 
bodies of Australia’s ballet community. Australian students, teachers, choreographers, and 
performers engage with their interpretation of the myth in a variety of ways: they talk about it, 
assign meaning to it, embrace it, discard it, are ambivalent about it, try to fulfill it, or seek to 
disprove it. In this way, the myth itself has become an important part of the Australian 
performance of national identity. Dancers must somehow reconcile their sense of personal 
Australianness with the myth’s demands. My proposed use of a meter stick was not so far off: 
instead of half-jokingly suggesting that I approach this myth by measuring Australian dancers’ 
coverage of space, I should more seriously consider how Australians measure themselves against 
the myth of their relationship with space. 
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Addressing the Australian dance community in the inaugural Dame Peggy van Praagh 
Memorial Address on 7 January 1991, Shirley McKechnie eloquently summarized the mythical 
relationship between Australian dancers and space: 
Most of us are familiar with the perception of Australian dancers as consumers 
of space, dancers who are at ease with lots of space as dancers of many other 
western nations are not. Every Australian dancer who has spent time overseas is 
made aware of this perception very quickly; the comment "you must be an 
Australian" is made as soon as the dancer is given the opportunity to move. 
Australians, it seems, move as if they own the space. 
McKechnie went on to ascribe meaning to these generalizations. McKechnie’s remarks are 
worth quoting at length, as they articulately explore the importance of this myth in Australian 
dancers’ perceptions of performed national identity. 
So where does [this perception] come from? Is the answer as obvious as the fact 
that we invariably have more room in our studios? Perhaps, but then we like the 
image, don't we: it fits our feeling about ourselves, it seems right, and when I 
think about it further I remember how my European friends always remark on 
Australian skies, the vastness of light and space, the distance of the horizon—
and straight away we are there, led by our need for an identity, to a mirror which 
shows us what we would like ourselves to be; as though our landscape is our 
chosen image of ourselves.  
McKechnie positions the myth as an alluring fulfillment of the Australian “need for an identity” 
which unifies Australian dancers’ self-perception with their landscape. McKechnie goes on to 
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support this assertion through an inspection of her own experiences as a modern dancer, 
choreographer, teacher, and higher education administrator.     
When I examine my own feelings about this I know that I still have in my 
imagination the wonder of childhood experience in the bush and near the ocean. 
I think this is a common experience for a generation of Australians who grew up 
in the thirties and forties as I did. But the choreographers I have studied tell me 
much the same story, and their generation is often two decades younger than 
mine [ . . . ] For many of us, the Australian landscape seems to be both an 
experienced reality and a poetic construct, a potent symbol of our spatial 
predicament; an unlimited source of powerful metaphors for the satisfactions 
and frustrations of our spirits. (McKechnie “Australians Making Dances…”) 
For McKechnie, Australia’s “spatial predicament,” which presumably is based in its inhabitants’ 
sense of distance and isolation, can be expressed through an embodiment of the Outback’s 
expansiveness. As an “unlimited source of poetic metaphors,” the Australian landscape’s 
performance through dancers’ bodies lends a definite Australian identity to their movements. 
To McKechnie, the mythical quality of the space-consuming Australian seems to be as 
important as its reality; it is a product of “imagination,” a “poetic construct,” a “powerful 
metaphor,” and a “potent symbol,” as well as having a “real” component. 
Shirley McKechnie’s comments provide the foundation for an appealing argument 
within the postcolonial framework I have proposed. The early sense of displacement among 
British settlers/invaders led to a distrust and distance from landscape wherein “mistranslation 
could not be overlooked, it was the land or the season which was ‘wrong’” (Ashcroft et al 25). 
Among early white Australian artists, this sentiment was expressed through representations of 
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landscape that emphasized its “oddity, monotony, melancholy, sterility and hostility” (Serle 15). 
The Australian landscape, in other words, was pertinent only insofar as it was different and 
wrong when compared to the English landscape. According to McKechnie, Australian dancers 
have rejected this sense of “wrongness,” instead embracing representations of the Australian 
landscape in their dancing as a positive demonstration of their national experience. The 
landscape now embraced, Australians stake their claim as positively unique from the English, 
abandoning the cringe associated with a colonial positioning in favor of a self-identification as a 
separate nation with unique creative agency. Perhaps the myth of the athletic/space-consuming 
Australian ballet style is a means by which Australian ballet dancers are asserting their 
separateness and solidarity as Australians. If this is the case, then the truthfulness of the myth is 
of little importance. 
As enticing as this line of thinking is, it will remain only a speculation here. The 
implications, postcolonial or otherwise, of the myth of Australian ballet identity and its repeated 
third person positioning require additional thorough analysis. I hope that in documenting the 
pervasiveness of this myth, potential factors in its development, and the prospective gravity of its 
implications, I have conveyed the richness of this material as a site of further scholarly inquiry. 
5.3 Musings on Queensland: Intra-National Isolation and Multiplicity of Styles 
Possibly because of its vast area and its isolation from Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide, 
Queensland [ . . . ] has done much to foster dance in its home territory. (229) 
– Edward Pask  
Ballet in Australia: The Second Act, 1940-1980, 1982 
 
I spent the final seven weeks of my four-month fieldwork as a guest of the Queensland 
University of Technology’s Creative Industries Department in Brisbane. The staff and students 
at QUT generously welcomed me, and I proceeded to collect reams of data on ballet in higher 
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education in Australia.16 Through various contacts I also gained an introduction to the artistic 
staff at The Queensland Ballet and The Queensland Dance School of Excellence, co-tenants of 
The Thomas Dixon Centre for Dance. I ventured across the river into Brisbane’s artistic district 
in West End in search of the Dixon Centre. Within a few minutes of observing classwork there, 
any sense of  “a” national style that I had garnered from my research in Melbourne and Sydney 
was rendered incoherent; the overall style of the Queensland students was strikingly unlike what 
I had seen so far.  
The regional specificity of the classwork I observed at the Dixon Centre complicated my 
thinking with regards to Australian identity in the ballet classroom, and this complication soon 
became crucially important to this study. My examination of the multiplicity of Australian styles, 
evidence of the country’s intra-national isolation, uncovered tendencies toward monocentricity 
in existing scholarship and in my own thinking about national identity. Was the purported 
“Australian style” a style that truly existed nationally? Or was it a regional style specific to 
Melbourne and The Australian Ballet School and Company that had been elevated by the 
company’s positioning as a national organization? Should Australians in Brisbane be expected to 
embody Australianness in the same way that their colleagues in Melbourne did, when the 
climates, landscapes, and attitudes in the two places were so profoundly different, and when the 
two city centers are so isolated from each other? As I worked through these questions, my 
understanding of “national identity” began to shift to become more inclusive. Eventually, my 
observations in Queensland spurred my appreciation for the usefulness and verity of an acentric 
perspective in my pursuit of ballet’s performance of Australian identity.  
 As the national school, The Australian Ballet School’s Mission Statement is to train 
dancers in a “distinctive Australian style.” In the process of fulfilling this mission, the School 
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prepares students for the stage and simultaneously produces the style that it instills. As the “flag 
carrier” for certain pedagogical choices and presentations of style,17 TABS absolutely constructs 
a clear approach to the creation and performance of Australianness through the ballet 
vocabulary. This approach is likely to influence decisions made by other pedagogues, but it does 
not follow that the School’s position should serve to demarcate what constitutes “authentic 
Australianness” in other schools any more than London should control the limitations of what 
constitutes “authentic taste” in other regions. The Australian Ballet School does not claim to 
serve in this delimiting capacity, but I found that my initial contact with the school and its 
national positioning at first tempted me to utilize the School’s style in this way; as a style 
standard by which other schools could be measured. The Queensland Ballet’s distinctiveness 
from TABS’ approach forced me to recognize the inherent contradiction of such a monocentric 
standpoint in an otherwise postcolonial, and therefore acentric, re-positioning of ballet. 
 The Queensland Ballet, founded as the Lisner Ballet in 1960, was fully professionalized 
in 1965 (Pask, Ballet 230). In its 52-year history, the state-subsidized company has performed 
throughout Queensland, nationally, and internationally. While QB does not have a full-time 
dedicated professional school per se, its association with and involvement in various training 
programs seem to be moving the organization toward that model. The Queensland Ballet 
Company has been directed by French national François Klaus since 1998.18 Klaus received 
training with Marika Besobrasova in Monte Carlo before performing professionally at Geneva 
Ballet, Stuttgart Ballet, and Hamburg Ballet (“Klaus”). Robyn White, Klaus’ wife, is the 
Company’s Artistic Associate and a primary teacher for all of its associated training programs. 
White received her early training in Mackay, Australia, finished her schooling at The Australian 
Ballet School, and had her performing career in Stuttgart and Munich (“White”). 
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 The Queensland Ballet Company, Queensland Ballet Junior Extension Program, and 
Queensland Ballet Professional Year Program coexist under the Queensland Ballet “umbrella” at 
the Thomas Dixon Centre for Dance in Brisbane’s West End. The Junior Extension Program 
provides classes for children from throughout Queensland. White told me that the training in 
the Program is meant to supplement, rather than replace, the work that the students do in their 
home studios. The Professional Year Program is a small full-time pre-professional program for 
advanced students. The PYP provides students with classwork and performance opportunities 
alongside QB. Also housed in the Thomas Dixon Centre, the Queensland Dance School of 
Excellence provides full-time dance training while they complete of their final years of senior 
schooling.19 The Queensland Dance School of Excellence, directed by Angus Lugsdin, includes 
both a pre-professional ballet track, which includes classwork and contact with QB’s artistic staff, 
and a pre-professional dance track, which has a greater emphasis on contemporary work. 
Although QDSE’s pre-professional ballet program is not entirely a part of the QB conglomerate, 
its training methods are clearly designed to prepare students in the company’s style. According 
to QB’s website, six of the 23 dancers on QB’s 2011 roster are QDSE graduates who have 
finished their training through QB’s Professional Year Program.  
Intra-national isolation is the primary factor influencing the regional uniqueness of the 
Melbournian and Queenslander ballet styles. The Australian Ballet and The Queensland Ballet 
each tend to employ dancers from their respective schools, which further isolates the two 
companies stylistically; if dancers trained in one style rarely perform in the other, the embodied 
cross-pollination of kinesthetic ideas occurs infrequently, if at all. While QB Associate Director 
Robyn White did receive training at The Australian Ballet School, I found that her approach to 
movement is decisively different from what is taught at TABS today. This is likely owing to the 
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combination of European influences throughout White’s career and TABS’ rapidly changing 
approach to ballet education. Based on my informal discussions with students at both 
institutions, I gathered that students who do not find employment at the company associated 
with their school are anecdotally more likely to go to Europe than they are to dance in the other 
school’s company.20  
I would characterize the style at the Thomas Dixon Centre as unique from that of The 
Australian Ballet School because of its notable sense of impetus in the beginning of movements 
that require a transfer of weight. This impetus is triggered by the dancers’ placement of the 
body’s mass, which appears to position more weight proportionately into the metatarsals than 
the heel. This weight distribution seems to accelerate the initial action of weight transfers. The 
forward acceleration lends a sense of inevitability to movements forward. Dancers’ jumps are 
often fast enough or travel forward enough to compel the heels to come off of the floor before 
the downward thrust of the legs had lifted the dancers into the air.21 This sense of momentum 
gave dancers the appearance of being poised to strike. The Australian Ballet’s technical 
approach, which seemed to place the weight more evenly between the heel and metatarsals, 
produced a more deliberate, measured approach in comparison to this sense of impulse. Both 
styles were aesthetically pleasing from my American perspective, but remarkably different in 
their effect. It seemed to me that a student from one program would appear out of place in the 
other, and indeed I eventually had a chance to test this hypothesis.  
While watching a Queensland Ballet Junior Extension Program class, I was surprised to 
identify one of the children. The student had been at The Australian Ballet School while I was 
there as a participant in the TABS Interstate Training Program (ITP,) which allows students 
from throughout the country to spend short amounts of time training with TABS students. I 
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immediately identified the student because I remembered how she had seemed different from 
her TABS classmates, who were otherwise all full-time Australian Ballet School students. This 
girl had struggled with certain elements of classwork at TABS that required a controlled transfer 
of weight. At the time I had thought that she was perhaps insufficiently technically prepared to 
keep up with the TABS students; she lacked the control that they had. Now, seeing her among 
other students of a similar style, I realized that she was perfectly capable of maintaining control 
in this more impetus-based approach to weight transfers. The student had struggled at TABS 
because she shifted her weight in a way that was incongruous with the exercises being given. 
While the movement qualities of students from the two regions were distinctive because 
of the different placement of weight, certain characteristics were common to both styles. 
Queensland dancers, like those in Melbourne, were unlikely to decoratively flourish their 
movements in any way. François Klaus told me that he finds performance of identity has more to 
do with personality than training. With regards to his observations of Australianness, he 
identified his dancers as being easygoing, nonchalant and “not brooding” in their attitudes (30 
August), terms that are strikingly similar to those used to describe the informality and openness 
cited by several of my interviewees elsewhere in Australia. I also observed these qualities in the 
Queensland students I saw, perhaps to an even greater extent than their Sydney and Melbourne 
counterparts. 
When I first watched classes at the Dixon Centre, my initial tendency was to position the 
style in relationship to its fulfillment of the style I had observed at The Australian Ballet School. 
In my ardent postcolonial work toward a national model, I had deposed London as the arbiter of 
style only to replace it with Melbourne. Although such an exchange finally wrests Australian 
ballet from its colonial positioning, it risks forging myths of Australianness, such as the story of 
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the space-consuming Australian, as a one-dimensional prophecy that must be fulfilled. When I 
recognized this tendency toward privileging of the national School’s style as “most Australian,” I 
could finally discard it to be replaced by an acentric model that reconciled the multiplicity of 
Australian experiences.22  
5.4 Moving Forward: Ballet Pedagogy in a Postcolonial World 	  
This conclusion is a beginning rather than an ending. Countless questions remain unanswered: 
Is ballet in the Commonwealth essentially colonizing in its reformation and regulation of 
bodies?  Or can ballet vocabulary be reclaimed by once-colonized nations as a vehicle for 
postcolonial independent articulation of identity? What is the meaning of ballet in a settler 
nation country with a diverse population – in an art form that is about Idealization of the body, 
what happens when the color of the body’s skin is not “white?”  Does Australian ballet’s 
colonizing vs. postcolonial positioning change when the dancer is an Australian of Aboriginal 
descent? Or is the movement vocabulary colorblind – are racial implications of the movement’s 
cross-cultural adoption only presumed via the prejudices of its practitioners and audiences, and 
thereby subject for dismissal as shortsighted? How has Australia’s political relationship with 
Russia factored in to the Australian tendency to cede balletic authority to Russian pedagogues 
throughout history? How has technology altered the perception of distance; will YouTube 
homogenize ballet education’s goals throughout the world? Or does the necessity of presence in 
training maintain regional specificity in training models and styles? How can recreational ballet 
training be more inclusively considered in a study of this kind, when so little existing literature 
theorizes about such training?  
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Ultimately, this thesis has been a means of “locating” Australian ballet pedagogy. This 
locating has relied upon measurement of how the binding together of two antipodean points on 
Earth, one in Australia and the other in England, has been expressed through ballet pedagogy in 
Australia. Australian ballet pedagogues and students have reacted to, constructed, and rejected 
the importance of the geographical and aesthetic distance between these two points. Isolated 
from the Mother Country, British-Australians have simultaneously sought Britishness and 
Australianness in their decision to undertake a study of ballet, and in so doing they have 
embodied complex notions of their postcolonial identities. 
This process of locating Australian ballet pedagogy simultaneously tells two stories: it is 
the story of a sweeping postcolonial theorization of Australians’ embodiment of an 
acceptance/mediation/rejection of British ideals; but it is also the quieter tale, repeated by 
generation after generation of Australians, of a teacher and child together in a ballet studio. The 
teacher presents a simple enchaînement; the child performs the exercise. The teacher corrects the 
child’s performance or praises it, and the two proceed to the next portion of classwork. Both of 
these stories are ultimately about the perceived and actual distance and isolation that Australians 
experience, but it is the second story that produces the first; the physical presence of the teacher 
with the student and their body-to-body exchange of information gradually construct meaning.  
As I sat in The Australian Ballet School classroom that launched my fieldwork, I was 
struck by the simplicity of the ballet learning process; “your arm should be like so, not like so; 
your foot should be like so, not like so.” The method of learning ballet, like that of learning to 
speak, seems at first to be so simple as to be nonsensical; a set of arbitrary movements, like the 
“ma-ma-ma” of a baby. And then the baby says “mama” with real intent, or the child performs a 
tendu that meaningfully demonstrates their evocation of the Ideal. The nonsensicality is 
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transformed into complex meaning, and the child or baby is transformed as well into a 
communicator of that meaning. As I sat in that Australian Ballet class, I realized that it is because 
of this transformation that ballet pedagogy needs to be studied: ballet training is a process by 
which children and adults seek to embody Truth. They seek to become meaningful, and in so 
doing they enliven the reality of their postcolonial experience with their own bodies, one plié, 
golden or otherwise, at a time.   
5.5 Notes	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Neither Edward Pask, author of Enter the Colonies Dancing (1979) and Ballet in Australia: The 
Second Act (1982), nor Alan Brissenden and Keith Glennon in their more recent Australia 
Dances (2010) deal with the pervasiveness and/or meaning behind this myth. 
2 I have a great deal more information on TABS than I do on any other school; this was partially 
by design, given the extended amount of time that I spent there, and partially by accident; when 
I asked interviewees about national style, they invariably answered in terms of the school. Future 
study will require a more pointed research methodology that seeks to go beyond this 
positioning. 
3 I refer here specifically to the classes that I observed at the Thomas Dixon Centre, which were 
conducted by the Queensland Ballet Company, The Queensland Dance School of Excellence, 
and The Queensland Ballet Junior Extension Program.  The classes that I observed at 
Queensland University of Technology are more difficult to compare, as the university students 
are not working at the same advanced standard of proficiency.  
4 The assumption here is that teachers become associated with a certain place by staying in that 
place; certainly, this is not the case for some teachers. I suggest in this section that regional style 
is fostered by the pervasive ideologies of those teachers that do become associated with the place 
by staying for some length of time there. Examples of such majorly influential teachers in the 
development of regional style might include Leon Kellaway and Laurel Martyn in Melbourne, 
Kira Bousloff in Perth, and Robyn White in Brisbane. 
5 The terms of balletic isolation in Australia are rapidly changing through technological 
advances, such as YouTube, and the increasing popularity of ballet in countries throughout Asia. 
Whether or not these new influences dilute the specificity of the Australian style, they will have 
an influence on how Australians dance in the future. 
6 Batchelor recalls that the Royal Ballet of Flanders also had American, European, Russian, and 
Japanese dancers on its roster at the time of her observation. She could easily recognize the 
American and Australian dancers, but remembers that the particular origins of the European 
dancers were more difficult to recognize. It is possible that the cross-pollination of balletic ideas 
between European countries makes regional ballet specificity less clear there. America and 
Australia are comparatively isolated. 
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7 The term flic-flac is shorthand for what Gail Grant calls a flic-flac en tournant (53). There are 
many variations on the details of the step, and it is usually executed so quickly as to make it 
difficult to sort out exactly what the dancer has done. I had the good fortune to see a Level 5 
Men’s class at TABS in which the teacher, Slava Zalomski, explained the TABS approach to the 
step in detail (21 June). In my observations at TABS, the step was always practiced at the barre 
as a part of some other swift exercise. The step begins with the foot extended to the dancer’s side 
at 15 or 25 degrees’ height. The dancer brushes the ball of the extended foot on the floor in front 
of the body, allowing the knee to bend as necessary. This brush, the “flic,” turns the dancer’s 
body about one eighth of a turn toward the barre. The dancer then opens the leg to their body’s 
side again to brush the ball of the foot behind the body, this time rising to demi pointe. This “flac” 
propels the dancer into 7/8 of a turn, so that they finish where they started. The step can also be 
practiced en dehors, with the first brush happening behind the body and the second in front. In 
this case the dancer turns away from the barre. In either case, Zalomski was very clear that the 
rise should always occur on the second brush of the step.   I have seen variations of this step 
elsewhere in which there are two discrete rises, in which the dancer rises on the first brush and 
stays on demi pointe, and in which the dancer stays on the flat of the foot throughout the entire 
exercise. Grant describes the step with only the single rise that Zalomski described. 
8 The temps relevé as performed at TABS is a variation of the step described by Gail Grant (119). 
The movement requires a great deal of strength and control and was practiced with and without 
a turn, at the barre and in the center. In the most advanced classes at TABS, students drew one 
foot from fifth position up to the knee, extended the foot toward a place just in front of their à la 
seconde (side) extension with the knee still slightly bent at a height of ninety degrees. As the knee 
straightened, the foot traveled back into the à la seconde, and the student immediately drew the 
foot back to the knee to perform an outward (en dehors) turn. In the en dedans version of this 
step, the leg is extended just behind à la seconde, and the turn happens inward rather than 
outward. In a combined Mens’/Womens’ Level 8 Class on 9 June 2011, Joanne Michel 
emphasized that this step was “not a fouetté. Michel was specifying that the leg did not extend to 
the front or back of the body before being swept to à la seconde, but that it went just in front of or 
behind the à la seconde, “in écarté,” Michel said. Gail Grant’s version of the step does have the leg 
extending to the front or the back of the body, so this is an important distinction. 
9 The pirouette is one of the most famous ballet movements, probably second only to arabesque 
in its familiarity for laymen. A pirouette is simply a turn; the most common of these occur today 
with the foot held at the height of the knee and can turn either en dehors, outward from the 
standing leg, or en dedans, inward toward the standing leg. The version of the step that I saw 
frequently at The Australian Ballet School had as its preparation a full (also called grand) plié in 
fifth position. Dancers would stand with their feet in crossed, the back of the front heel touching 
the back big toe, and bend their knees until their pelvis was just above the height of the heels, 
which had come off of the floor due to the depth of the bend. From this position of knee flexion, 
the dancers would arrive directly into the most common retiré pirouette position, one foot at the 
height of the standing leg’s knee, on the demi pointe or full pointe, and would do one or many 
turns. This preparation in a full plié requires great core and leg strength and control. 
10 The demi pointe is a half-rise. The dancer rises onto their metatarsals, heel lifted off of the floor 
as high as possible while maintaining contact with the metatarsals and pads of the toes. In a full 
pointe, the female dancer rises onto the tips of the toes with the help of pointe shoes. What we call 
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demi pointe today used to be called ¾ pointe to differentiate it from “half pointe,” in which the 
heel was midway between ¾ pointe and contact with the floor, and “quarter pointe, “ in which the 
heel was just lifted off of the floor. Today’s emphasis on a high ¾ pointe for all steps seems to 
have contributed to the overall higher center of gravity and lengthening of the legs that I 
described in Chapter 2.  
11 Robin Haig recalls her recognition of the informality of Australian dancers upon joining The 
Australian Ballet. Haig had completed her training and performed with The Royal Ballet in 
London before returning to Australia. She remembers watching Peggy van Praagh staging The 
Sleeping Beauty on Australian dancers and noticing the discomfort of dancers trying to portray an 
aristocratic hierarchy; dancers were not used to “performing” monarchy, as they had to do in this 
ballet. Haig suggests that this aversion to class strictures might be related to the “informality” 
that so many of my interviewees have commented upon. 
12 I use the word “myth” throughout this section to mean “a popular belief or tradition that has 
grown up around something or someone; especially: one embodying the ideals and institutions 
of a society or segment of society” (Merriam-Webster Online). 
13 Janet Karin worked with Dame Peggy van Praagh in the final months of the Borovansky 
Company’s performance. She then joined The Australian Ballet Company in its first year. 
Marilyn Rowe was a student in the inaugural year of The Australian Ballet School, and she 
joined the Company immediately thereafter. Today, Rowe directs the School and Karin serves 
as the School’s Kinetic Educator. 
14 Pask records Nureyev’s first visit to Australia as occurring as a vacation in 1962. Nureyev went 
on to become “one of the company’s most valued associates as both dancer and choreographer” 
in the ensuing years (Ballet 117). 
15 McAllister tells me, and The Australian Ballet Collection at the National Library seems to 
support, that past directors have had a variety of ideas about the “look” that dancers should have. 
These opinions have embraced athleticism to a greater or lesser extent depending on the 
individual. 
16 My observations and interviews with QUT teaching staff, coupled with my interview of Shirley 
McKechnie, provided me with a wealth of information about the role that ballet pedagogy plays 
in university dance departments in Australia. This fascinating tangential line of study has 
unfortunately been omitted from the final version of this paper, for logistical reasons. 
17 John Byrne suggested the analogy of the flag bearer to describe TABS’ position “I think also 
that when the national school is the Vaganova flag carrier for the country, that has an influence, 
too. [Teachers say] ‘if that’s what they like, well then that’s how we’ll train our students’” (23 
June). 
18 In a press release dated 24 February 2012, Queensland Ballet announced that Chinese 
national Li Cunxin would become QB’s new Artistic Director beginning in 2013. This change in 
the company’s directorship is likely to influence pedagogical practices at Queensland Ballet’s 
associated training programs. 
19 In analogous American terms, QDSE functions as a full-time dance program for high school 
students. 
20 It is not clear how The West Australian Ballet fits into this exchange (or rather, lack of 
exchange) of dancers. 
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21 The only other place that I have seen these tendency so commonly is in Balanchine-style 
dancers, although the QB style did not otherwise resemble the Balanchine “look” in other 
technical regards.  
22 While scholars and critics tend to conflate a single school or company with national style, the 
multiplicity of styles within a given country is also generally accepted. The Bolshoi and Kirov, for 
instance, have a history of representing entirely different aesthetics, as do American Ballet 
Theatre and New York City Ballet. In the case of Queensland, QB’s positioning as a regional 
company, versus the national positioning of The Australian Ballet, complicate the extent to 
which Queensland’s company is seen as representing national identity. My point is that any 
repetition of ballet technique, regardless of the sanctification of its methods, presents regional 
and national signifiers and therefore holds regional and national meaning to those dancing and 
watching. 
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